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ABSTRACT

“AN INSTRUMENT IN THE SHAPE / OF A WOMAN”: READING AS RE-VISION IN
ADRIENNE RICH

by
William Camponovo
Advisor: Nancy K. Miller
This single-author-oriented dissertation on the work of Adrienne Rich looks at her
extensive body of work both in poetry, and in prose. This project considers how Rich re-visited
and re-read her work over the course of her career, often making new discoveries and
observations in quasi-autobiographical prose. This dissertation interrogates the ways in which
these framing efforts may be in tension with both academic and journalistic narratives of her
career arc. In looking at Rich’s own writing that, at times, attempts to re-contextualizes her work,
even for herself, this project aims to chart out an oeuvre that functions as a kind of nonautobiography, or a recursive autobiography, in which the ultimate emphasis is on the reader,
and not the subject. In this mode, the aim of the recursive autobiography is to forge a reading
community that is politically and ethically minded.
While the chapters of this project are largely guided by close-readings of Rich’s poetry to
chart her rhetorical, political, and argumentative machinations, they too center Rich’s prose
writing as a way of framing those choices. The first chapter opens with Rich’s “When We Dead
Awaken: Writing As Re-Vision,” using it to argue that an author’s corpus involves the
simultaneous reading-in-the-moment, recognizing all the social and political forces in place that
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gave rise to it, and also a complementary re-reading, understanding it as capable of being disand re- assembled in a (later) present tense. Thus, the re-visioning Rich is advocating for is a
flexibility of reading, an ability and invitation to read a text multiple ways such that it is seen
both, always, as a historical document and a living document. However, the materials analyze
d in this project are not (merely) limited to Rich’s poetry and prose, but include interviews,
teaching materials, forewords, prefaces and other extrapoetic writing to see how those materials
complement or challenge her framing.
This project looks at affiliations Rich makes, sustains, develops over her career, while
also considering how those affiliations may be both of cooperation but, on occasion, dissensus. A
significant section of this dissertation looks at the period Rich spent teaching at CUNY and in the
SEEK program, a period in which student advocacy and movements toward greater autonomy
influenced the very structure of CUNY programs. This chapter places Rich alongside her
colleagues—but, also, friends—such as Audre Lorde, June Jordan, and Toni Cade Bambara, and
considers their radical pedagogy and student-centered teaching practices. Later, the project
attempts to re-contextualize Rich’s fraught relationships with her immediate Cambridge,
Massachusetts contemporaries such as Robert Lowell, Anne Sexton, and Sylvia Plath, while also
re-theorizing her place alongside her contemporary John Ashbery. Ultimately, the project hopes
to make transgenerational and transtemporal linkages of influence—especially concerning the
placement of the reader in relationship to a/the text—by imagining a trajectory from Virginia
Woolf to Claudia Rankine.
Ultimately, this project follows Rich’s utterances of her re-reading of her work to see her
v

in the act of re-reading, and, in turn, re-constituting herself. The goal is not simply to take her at
her word, but to see how re-reading helps us dismantle narratives that foreclose alternate
readings of her body of work. How, for example, might Rich’s “When We Dead Awaken:
Writing As Re-Vision” essay of 1972 help us understand her early formal work as not incidental
or a precursor to later radical work, but instead the very genesis of her radical vision? How might
comparing Rich to a figure such as John Ashbery, often seen as her polar opposite in both style
and rhetoric, help us understand the textual maneuvers of both? The aim of this project is to
examine how an author’s willingness to re-read herself allows us to center our critical work on
that very thing: readership. Might the very act of reading the poem forge interpretive
communities, communal political bodies, and encourage the modes of connection and reorientation that are so necessary to destabilize narrative arcs?
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INTRODUCTION: “to make a self and forge a community”
Adrienne Rich began her career as a strict formalist and so evolved that, by the end
of her career, the larger literary community regarded her as one of its foremost radical
thinkers and writers—so goes a narrative. This notion of Rich as formalist transformed has
become so familiar that it commonly exists within the lede of her summed life in her
obituaries and biographies. To wit, from the Poetry Foundation, following Rich’s death:
“Her earliest work, including A Change of World (1951) which won the prestigious Yale
Younger Poets Award, was formally exact and decorous, while her work of the late 1960s
and 70s became increasingly radical in both its free-verse form and feminist and political
content” (“Adrienne Rich,” Poetry Foundation). In Rich’s hometown newspaper, The
Baltimore Sun, her first collection wasn’t even named in her obituary. The paper glossed it
over, folding it into her narrative: “Ms. Rich's first volume of poetry, published in 1951, was
praised by W.H. Auden. But as she began to chafe at the traditional role of mother and
housewife, her writing took on a sharper edge” (Schudel, “Adrienne Rich, Poet”). This
folding of the poetic evolution into the domestic (r)evolution is a common trope of Rich’s
biographying. This idea of early Rich as needing to dismantle poetic tradition, and, in a
parallel fashion, as a daughter and/or housewife looking to break free, are seductive, but
they are so because they tend to narrativize coherently Rich’s progression. Rich’s career as
framed by others in anthologies, newspapers, or profiles tends to frame discrete historical
periods marked by explicit turnings-away—first of formalism, then of Confessionalism, and
eventually of (explicitly) feminist poetics altogether, according to figures such as Elizabeth
Hardwick. The biography imposed onto Rich tends to be linear, presenting both a literal
and figurative “coming out” narrative. And yet constituting Rich this way, as a subject with

1

a clear trajectory or arc, denies the ways in Rich herself re-visited, re-wrote, and reimagined her previous work and ideas, and how she insisted upon this process of a
recursive reading.
Even well-intentioned critics of Rich’s work are not immune from this kind of earlyyears framing. The most famous example may surely be W.H. Auden’s foreword of Rich’s A
Change of World, a book to which he simultaneously awarded a prize and damned with
faint praise, citing its “capacity for detachment from the self and its emotions without which
no art is possible” (Auden 278; emphasis added). Later champions of Rich would not be so
extreme in their inadvertent condescension, but would nevertheless see the first book as
exactly that: a start of something, a glimmer, but itself a minor work. Alternately, some
enclose it as a biographical footnote. The critic Ruth Whitman wrote, “If [Rich] began in
1951 with a control that seemed to me to be cold, she has exploded into passion and
compassion, beginning in 1966 when she moved to New York from Cambridge […]” (242).
Mark Ford, in the New York Review of Books, referencing Auden’s citation, wrote in 2016,
“Auden’s somewhat patronizing précis of the virtues of Rich’s debut volume captures some
of the cultural assumptions that initially shaped her, as both a poet and a person, and
against which she would in time so spectacularly rebel” (“Inventing”). This framing of
rebellion also presents the early work as something against which Rich had to push, or
even disavow.
I am interested in both the tone of these retrospectives but also the ways in which
they align Rich’s poetic evolution with biographical and social backgrounding, especially as
a genre of criticism that looks toward Rich’s origins. Perhaps the most illustrative example
of this twinning of the poetic and the personal comes from Rich’s obituary in the New York
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Times, which, even in a positive review of Rich’s early work, suggests a causal link between
the two:
When Ms. Rich was in her last year at Radcliffe (she received a bachelor’s degree in
English there in 1951), W. H. Auden chose her first collection, “A Change of World,”
for publication in the Yale Younger Poets series, a signal honor. Released in 1951,
the book, with its sober mien, dutiful meter and scrupulous rhymes, was praised by
reviewers for its impeccable command of form.

She had learned the lessons of her father’s library well, or so it seemed. For even in
this volume Ms. Rich had begun, with subtle subversion, to push against a timehonored thematic constraint — the proscription on making poetry out of the soulnumbing dailiness of women’s lives. (Fox, “Adrienne Rich, Influential Feminist
Poet”)
There is a kind of jeopardy in this representation. Profiles or retrospectives of Rich
tend to feature a questionable habit of focusing on the specifics of her early life: the
fragmented religiosity of her childhood; the overbearing nature of her father Arnold; her
marriage to Alfred Conrad, their three sons, the domestic life that frustrated her poetic
output and identity in the mid-fifties; her growing awareness of her sexuality, and a
resulting estrangement from Alfred; his suicide—these all fit a neat and even salacious arc.
But this arc is overly telos-driven in framing Rich’s coming-out as a kind of end point of
biographical development; it also tends to pathologize the role of male figures in her life.
At the heart of Adrienne Rich’s career exists a conflict: here is an author who resists
the notion of the autobiographical (even rejecting the very term in an interview with
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Rachel Spence) (Arts 138), and yet, because she reveals so much of her life—through the
poetry, but also through essays that make use of Rich’s own life as source material—there
is a scholarly temptation to read the work through a biographical lens. But Rich herself
gives us a methodology to address and re-dress the poetic auto/biography differently. Her
strategy of using herself as a subject of study and critique—in, say, Of Woman Born or
“When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision”—is neither a strategy of apologia nor
autobiography. Her method, instead, inscribes the author onto and into the historical
record, imbricating herself in complex social, political, and cultural matrices. These
historical-material realities cannot be the same for the poet of 1955 as they are for the poet
of 1971, and because of that fact, the poet must excavate and interrogate the historical
recording (even and especially if) the historical recording is ostensibly the poet herself. To
look at Rich’s work holistically insists upon her ideas being approached and understood
recursively, as using a tactic of “Re-Vision” (as Rich terms it) or as refashioning (as Sandra
Gilbert suggests). The dissertation will explore the question: What opens up when we reframe Rich’s histories not as clear transitions of sexuality or biography, but as complex, ongoing periods of re-formation and re-definition? How might these moves re-narrativize or
de-narrativize a coherent arc? This re-framing is necessary for how we think of her poetics,
but also herself as a subject. In Poetry and Commitment, Rich compares poetry to “silk or
coffee or oil or human flesh” in that poetry, too, has “trade routes,” and it is no accident that
this framing yokes the political to the bodily (21). After all, “frame,” for Rich is a central
trope precisely because it suggests a way of seeing and thus thinking. A frame is a thing
that is useful, has concrete utility. But it is also a way for us to understand the very concept
of utility itself, how a thing provides other forms their structure. Frame is (a) form itself but
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suggests form beyond itself, and in that way possesses power. Rich’s frames then guide us
in seeing an always historicized speaking subject, a conditional speaking subject, but not
merely or only an autobiographical subject. Rich’s project seems to be about the journey of
a consistently referential self, to re-invent the autobiographical, to make visible the very
struggle of naming who she is—and to assert that that naming is constantly changing in
relation to the social. Her mode, rather than auto-biographical is one of a kind of measured
“auto-correction.”
Of course, part of the temptation to map biography onto Rich rests in her consistent
efforts to utilize herself as a vehicle for but importantly of inquiry, and even these gestures
shift over time. She habitually makes of herself a quasi-text, but these texts have different
valences and values and operate as something like grids, signaling various ways of
conceptual applications. The application, to be sure, is critical: in what ways may an
experience be useful, be activated for a greater political purpose? In 2001’s Arts of the
Possible, Rich writes, “In selecting a few essays from my earlier work for this collection, I
sometimes had a rueful sense of how one period’s necessary strategies can mutate into
monsters of a later time” (2). This is in the foreword of this collection of essays, and it is in
these forewords where Rich may be most revealing—about her goals, but also her
rhetorical and representational strategies. Shortly thereafter she continues:
Feminism has depended heavily on the concrete testimony of individual women, a
testimony that was meant to accumulate toward a collective understanding and
practice. In “When We Dead Awaken” […] I “used myself” to illustrate a woman
writer’s journey, rather tentatively. In 1971 this still seemed a questionable, even
illegitimate, approach, especially in a paper to be given at an academic conference.
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Soon thereafter, personal narrative was becoming valued as the true coin of feminist
expression. At the same time, in every zone of public life, personal and private
solutions were being marketed by a profit-driven corporate system, while collective
action and even collective realities were mocked at best and at worst rendered
historically sterile. (2)
Her critique of the personal or autobiographical is not solely one of privacy, but in fact is
ordered around the idea of use and utility. Rich was aware of the ways in which
narratives—and particularly women’s narratives—could become commodities, could be
plugged into a market-oriented publishing apparatus, and then neutralized in terms of
political or theoretical relevance. These moments of re-visioning often occur in front
matter, forewords, introductions. My project hopes to employ, beyond the poetry and
prose, all these various kinds of supplemental materials—including interviews, teaching
materials, speeches—to help us consider how Rich utilizes frames to maximize rhetorical
power and purpose.
It is also in front matter and interviews in which we see Rich negotiating with her
visibility as a poet and a thinker. An animating question for this project may be stated
simply: to what extent was Adrienne Rich a public intellectual? Or, perhaps, rather: a
public-facing intellectual? My qualification may seem small, but it’s important. Certainly it
would be hard to conceive of Adrienne Rich as a public intellectual in the way one sees, say,
Susan Sontag, her once-sparring partner in the New York Review of Books. And yet it would
be inaccurate, I think, to see of Rich as a poet removed from public life. The variety of her
publications—in peer-reviewed journals like Signs; in The New York Review of Books; in the
Boston Review; in self-published magazines like Chrysalis—reveals a range that wasn’t
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purely academic in scope. Rich could and did often speak to an array of audiences
depending on both the argument at hand and the genre of the forum. Furthermore,
gestures like accepting the 1974 National Book Award in a joint statement with Audre
Lorde and Alice Walker, as well as rejecting the National Medal of the Arts in 1997 (and
publishing “Why I Refused the National Medal of the Arts” in the Los Angeles Times Book
Review and explicitly criticizing the Clinton administration) were, to be sure, public-facing
communications. So, for Rich, what was the public? What was the social? As a poet, the
social world seemed integral, essential, a given; the poems cannot be read without an
understanding of an operative social world. However, the public means something
separate, perhaps: her place in the public was hardly a given. The public-facing Rich on
occasion wishes for consent, but does not always receive it from the public. As a result, the
imposition of the personal or the autobiographical is always contentious. What is necessary
is careful consideration and continual recognition—from both that reading public, but also
the author herself—of the material realities present at a text’s production.
A way that Rich maneuvers through these complex conceptions of the personal is
what I call re-positioning. She recasts the terms—literally the terms of a conversation, but
also, at times, its stakes—of a dialogue either literal or imagined in order to contextualize a
given situation. A typical kind of back-and-forth occurs in a 1994 interview in The
Progressive between Matthew Rothschild and Adrienne Rich. He asks:
Q: Did it bother you earlier in your career when your critics dismissed your political
poetry as angry, or bitter, or merely political?
Rich: Well, yeah, it bothered me when I was younger a lot. It bothers me a lot less
now.
When I was putting together the manuscript of my third book, which was called
Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law and which contains what I think of as my first
overtly feminist poem, called “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law,” some friends of
mine looked at the manuscript and said, “Now don’t give it this title. People will
7

think it’s some sort of female diatribe or complaint.” I wanted that title, and I
wanted that poem. And it was true: Critics said that book was too personal, too
bitter (I don’t think the word “shrill” was being used then). (32)
In discussing the conceiving of “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law,” Rich looks back at the
cultural circumstances of what she considers her first “overtly feminist” poem. Yet the verb
is “think,” present tense; in the same interview, she clarifies she didn’t identify as a feminist
until 1970—seven years after the publication Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law (32). Shortly
thereafter, though, she says she no longer uses the word feminism at all, and instead has
gone “back to the old phrase, women’s liberation” because it provokes implied political
questions—“Liberation from what? Liberation for what?” (33). These rhetorical moves
encapsulate something essential about Rich. She is, on the one hand, showing us her
revision of language and terminology over time (even here in real time, over the course of
an interview). She is, also, thinking about her work as a reflection of a specific period of
time, as something that existed within, because of, and out of a particular cultural moment.
“Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” may very well be both Rich’s first overtly feminist poem,
but it also may be a poem in which that conscious framing of—the actual language—
"feminist” may not have been available to her. This is her re-positioning, her re-framing of
the argument itself. Time and again Rich makes this maneuver, not correcting the
interviewer, and not even correcting herself so much as making the circumstances of the
material reality at the moment of the text legible.
Another interview from around that period (in 1989) with Terry Gross for National
Public Radio presents a helpful representative case. In this interview, Rich is willing to
speak about her mother—but resists mythologizing mothers. She notes that she is
“interested in the place of biography in poetry and fiction,” but adds “I’m also interested in
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the place of fiction in poetry” (“Adrienne Rich On the Powerful”). She is, however, unwilling
at all to answer a question about Alfred Conrad’s death by suicide. The interview, at this
particular inquiry, very briefly but very clearly breaks down. Recognizing that this subject
is non-negotiable, Gross switches gears, and the interview opens back up. This range of
topics both spoken and unspoken suggests that Rich is aware and cognizant of how she
wants to frame, discuss, and approach issues of representation and biography—they are
not, and cannot be, equal. Each has a different aspect of utility or function. If we ascribe
each moment in a poem to a literal biographical event, we render ourselves unable to read
deeply. In the interview Rich argues, “There’s a tendency to read these poems as
autobiographical documents, and then therefore to miss much going on in them”
(“Adrienne Rich On the Powerful”).
On the one hand, this is obvious: poems need attention and reading. On the other,
this point must not be glossed over! A central mode in this manuscript is to spend
considerable time with certain poems to see how they operate as textual experiences. Alice
Templeton makes sustained reading part of the methodology of her study in The Dream
and the Dialogue, suggesting that a/the poems of Rich “provide[…] a means of cultural
participation that potentially confounds determinism by engaging the poet and reader in
‘living’ history, implicating them in the responsibility of sustaining and transforming
tradition” (4). For Templeton, the act of reading is relational, and as such a creative act.
Something new and interpersonal happens in the experience of the text. She argues, “As an
ongoing attempt to make a self and forge a community, the poetic project becomes the
object of critical study, yet isolated poems reveal how feminist thinking leads Rich to
challenge and complicate issues of subjectivity, aesthetics, and ethics” (56). This emphasis
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on ethics is crucial, since for Rich there exists a triangulation between the poetic(al), the
ethical, and the political. All are process-oriented, and all must be sustained and
maintained. All require, too, a kind of concerted action. As Rich notes in the NPR interview
mentioned above, “The person doesn’t automatically become the political—you have to
make it so” (“Adrienne Rich On the Powerful”). She is talking broadly, of course, about
poetry, politics, autonomy, actualization. But she is also talking about herself—she,
Adrienne Rich, is not automatically a public figure, even less a public commodity. In an
article for The New Republic that looks at some of the rare extant correspondence of Rich’s
(with poet Hayden Carruth), Michelle Dean points out that the majority of Rich’s personal
correspondence is sealed for the next three decades, and that Rich asked, upon her death
“that her friends and family refrain from participating in any full-length biography; many of
her archived letters to close friends are sealed until 2050” (“The Wreck”). Rich may always
exist as a socially mediated and constructed person, but that person is not always available
for consumption. It is in and through the writing that activation occurs, and she makes it so,
and which a reader receives in kind.
In “Women and Poetry: Some Notes,” Carol Muske-Dukes writes that “[t]he desire
for a historical self and the desire for a ‘truth-telling self’ or ‘real self,’ merge into a single
drama, or a single dramatic voice” (284). Of Rich, she writes, “[i]n Rich’s case the dramatic
personae that began to fill her pages seemed (especially to young poets like me, reading her
avidly) irrefutably, necessarily her” (284). Of course, this cannot be—especially not
“necessarily.” Later, Muske-Dukes situates Rich against Sylvia Plath, noting that “a poem
can be seen to embody a biographical self, when, in fact, it does not […] Both poets project
an intimacy that is largely fictional […] To project autobiography is to possess the subject,
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to own it, to recruit it for a cause” (295). This, of course, is that of which Rich is most wary,
and sensitive—wary of being possessed, and sensitive that her work may be recruited for
(and thus read as inseparable from) a cause.
Claudia Rankine, too, takes care to tease out how one may or may not responsibly
project complexities of autobiography onto Rich. Her introduction to Rich’s Collected Poems
represents perhaps one of the grandest challenges in that capacity: how to “introduce” halfa-century’s worth of poetry and intellect at the forefront of American letters, in just under a
dozen pages? Rankine straddles a line in which she makes the traditional linear moves
expected of a collected volume, but resists putting causal pressure on those biographical
notes. They inform rather than explain. And this makes sense, given that Rankine has said
repeatedly how Rich helped a younger Rankine walk the delicate line of writing through
the self and understanding the specific, unique, lived experiences that go with uttering an
“I”—while also recognizing that that “I” cannot and must not be flattened into an
autobiographically understood subject.
In an interview for the Paris Review in which Claudia Rankine is asked about her
formal tactics that act “as if to blur the specifics of the self,” Rankine notes that there is a
“Claudia” that exists personally and a “Claudia” that exists historically, and her movement
between voices of first, second, and third person allows her to exist simultaneously as a
personal and historical subject in the text (“Art”). The interviewer quickly wonders: “What
about the expectation of confession?” (“Art”). To answer this, Rankine mentions a number
of authors—most critically Amiri Baraka and Adrienne Rich—that allowed her to
understand the speaking “I” subject as contextual, as public and private at the same
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moment. “These poets were saying,” Rankine observes, “I don’t want to be the universal ‘I’”
(“Art”).
Perhaps, then, the way to think of Rich is not how these issues resolve into a
readable, coherent, knowable autobiographical oeuvre, but, instead, to see Rich as
performing a fragmentation or disruption of much greater importance. Celeste Schenck
takes on this thorny intersection between poetry and the autobiographical subject in “All of
a Piece: Women’s Poetry and Autobiography,” arguing that the two genres
can be read “coextensively” in a way that frustrates outmoded and patriarchal notions of
genre and function (281) and “hastens the undoing of a Western generic practice based on
exclusion, limit, hierarchy, and taxonomy, and formal norms” (286). Schenck, like Rich,
latches onto the metaphor of “snapshots” to consider ways in which women writers
inscribed themselves not linearly or narratively, but durationally. “What interests me,” she
writes, “is the functional identity between the two [of poetry and autobiography]: the serial
effort at sketching a self in time and over time is the poetic equivalent of snapshots
recording a process of personal becoming during a period of historical change” (290). For
Schenck, the goal is not to glean the particularities of women’s biographies, but something
much more radical: to see how a mode of “self/life/writing” de-stabilizes and “tantalizingly
blurs the generic border between poetry and autobiography” (292). This blurring is
profitable in so far as it allows us to dismantle traditional modes of representation that
privilege legible notions of coherence and cohesion. In putting Rich alongside Emily
Dickinson, Schenck argues that their “most important shared stance is the refusal of a
totalized, unitary selfhood” (294). Rich insists on fragmentation as a generative mode,
allowing the poet and the reader not to re-construct “Adrienne Rich,” but to interrogate the
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very historical impositions concerning coherence, cohesion, and completion. While Schenck
sees “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” as a signature moment in Rich’s project, she
suggests it is the work of the next decade that is both most autobiographical and also
intentionally indeterminate. She writes:
In poems of this period [late 60s], selfhood itself is called into question as a stable
entity of any kind—the group of poems based on leaflets, pieces, takes, snapshots
reflects Rich’s conviction that the self can only be perceived fragmentarily […] and
with a utopian separatist community of women she pictured as speaking her
“common language.” (295)
Rich’s goal, instead, becomes a kind of representational poetics that speaks to a community
rather than the self speaking to self. In fact, Rich often constitutes her speaking voice of and
through fragments, often made up of extraliterary material not written by Rich herself, but
from women-voices of the past. These outside voices are how Rich creates, moves within,
and also extends something approximating what she calls in an interview a “female
cognitive community” (qtd. in Bennett 215).
Crucially, the reader assumes a vital role in this cognitive community. It is important
to state that this occurs within the poem, is a dynamic moment of compact and contract.
Templeton emphasizes that Rich’s methodology is “not so much a statement of feminist
political themes addressed to the conventional reader as an act of feminist cultural
participation that reforms the relations among the poet, the reader, the poem, the poem’s
subject, and poetic tradition itself” (69). This, ultimately, is how we need to conceptualize
Rich’s autobiographical project. The aim is not to pin-down notions of autobiographical
theory (an impossible endeavor, indeed), nor map out definitions of newly-formulated
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work on “auto-theory.” Instead, we need to see Rich as fundamentally making of herself a
text in an effort not to represent herself as a coherent, singular subject, but instead to
create, develop, and sustain social relations. The autobiographical project of Adrienne Rich
is to contribute to a female cognitive community that must necessarily include but also
outgrow her.

The structure of this dissertation is one that is fundamentally non-chronological and
always backward-looking. While it opens with Rich’s early work, it uses her mid-career
interventions to frame that work. My first chapter looks toward early Rich, particularly the
first two books of poetry, 1951’s A Change of World and 1955’s The Diamond Cutters, and
Other Poems. These two books are often regarded as anomalies in Rich’s career—or, at
least, works more relevant to her biography than her artistic oeuvre. Rather, these early
books, precisely because they are written in formal verse, show the first glimpses of a
protofeminist Rich working within traditional structures in order to critique them. While it
is undeniably true that Rich moved away from strict iambic pentameter and strict rhyming
form, these early texts show a Rich aware of the conventions of form—and thus aware of
the power of subversion and deviation. This chapter will look at a number of Rich’s early
poems to see the radical textual maneuvers latent within.
This first chapter will also use Rich herself as a guide of sorts, employing Rich’s
“When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision.” In this 1971 essay, as she herself noted in
a passage mentioned earlier, Rich makes of herself a subject: she looks back to these poems
of the 1950s and early 1960s to contextualize the social, cultural, and intellectual forces
that gave rise to them—and also how those forces are necessarily different for the 1971
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author. Her attempt to re-read herself represents not an effort to correct these poems
(even if she finds flaws within them!), but to frame instead the very lived realities about
which they were speaking. This corresponds with what I have been calling the recursive
mode of Rich, a manner of reading that demands multiple applications and various
executions. Because the poems are social—that is, they exist to be engaged by a reader who
is always already a social and cultural being—they accrue rather than diminish in
application. Rich consistently re-reads in an effort to understand the poems operating in
multiple time periods. They exist as political artifacts in the moment of their writing, but
they also exist as newly political artifacts in the moment of their (re-)reading. This kind of
reading, to be sure, puts emphasis on the poems qua poems. It also helps dismantle easy,
causal, narrative readings of Rich’s biography. In using herself as a subject, in re-visioning
herself, in casting the terms of the debate as cultural rather than solely personal, Rich reenvisions the autobiographical gesture. In addressing the political, she sets the foundation
for how she will come to complicate the personal narrative, and she provides a larger
framework for reading in so doing.
The second chapter looks at a number of creative writers who taught in the SEEK
(Search for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge) program at the City University of New
York system, including Rich, Audre Lorde, Toni Cade Bambara, and June Jordan. In
particular, this chapter focuses on the friendship between Lorde and Rich and how the two
developed an associative aesthetics that informed their writing, thinking, teaching, public
speaking, etc. I use the word “associative” because this exchange was often born out of
disagreement as much as agreement. As in the first chapter, the second re-orients any easy
notions of intellectual causality. Of course, this is not to deny the hugely influential role
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Lorde—and Jordan, to be sure—had on Rich’s work and thinking. However, what this
chapter hopes to do is consider how Rich and Lorde individually and also together reinscribed notions of difference and dissensus. These poets began to re-frame these notions
not as negative or counter-productive, but instead as vectors of intimacy, as moments of
possibility and growth. Precisely because this network of writer-activist-teachers had to rethink their biases and approaches in a quickly changing political landscape, they were able
consistently to interrogate their intellectual practices and re-orient them toward more
open, intimate, productive spaces.
Chapter two stakes out two relatively direct claims: 1) that Rich and Lorde, while
certainly recognized as signal poets of the twentieth century, are wildly under-appreciated
as two of the most significant non-fiction prose writers of the century, and 2) that Rich,
Lorde, and a number of the other SEEK writer-activist-teachers contributed some of the
most foundational work of basic writing pedagogy. To address point 1) first: Rich and
Lorde, through essays, academic addresses, and genre-expanding works like The Cancer
Journals and Of Woman Born expanded the playing field(s) on which conversations of
feminism and intersectionality (which Lorde describes with the term “simultaneity”) were
being held. And to address the point 2): this chapter will look at teaching materials
collected by Lost + Found of the CUNY Poetics Document Initiative to see how Rich and
Lorde thought through their basic writing classes. In this material, we can see Rich and
Lorde using methodologies and approaches that have become standardized in current
basic writing pedagogical practices. Rich and Lorde applied a radical pedagogy that
reconsidered the function of writing in the classroom and the function of authority in the
role(s) of the instructor.
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If chapter two looks primarily at the relationship between Lorde and Rich, two
artists who read together, spoke together, edited one another’s works, my third chapter
moves in a radically divergent direction. This chapter positions Rich against but ultimately
alongside John Ashbery, two poets normally seen as aesthetically, politically, and even
temperamentally separate. While the two poets share some biographical commonalities—
both were awarded the Yale Younger Poets Prize by W.H. Auden after undergraduate
studies in Cambridge, Massachusetts; both spent significant time living and working in New
York City; both won the National Book Award in the early 1970s—their projects seem so
distinct that the two are rarely grouped together by scholars. Those that do, such as David
Lehman or Charles Altieri, often do so to foreground their differences rather than
commonalities. And yet, this chapter considers how we might map standardized reading
and interpretative strategies of/from one poet onto the other. If some see Rich as overly
political and easy to paraphrase, I am interested in what happens if we pair her with
perhaps her most inscrutable contemporary to see what we’re missing when our reading
resists paraphrasing. When we disentangle our habitual modes of reading, we may develop
keener insight about the larger poetic project of both poets. What might we gain from
looking at Ashbery’s work as—like Rich’s—coming from an urgent and vital political
vantage point? Conversely, what might we learn from reading Rich’s work the way we
traditionally read Ashbery’s, looking for disjunctions, mis- in- and re- directions, and even,
yes, play?
In particular, this chapter will look at pronouns and intratextual references to map
modes of address in the poems. These modes of address reveal and even create new
relationships—of characters and subjects within the poem, but also with readers. Pronouns
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are particularly valuable to both Rich and Ashbery as they presuppose a specific frame of
reference, presuppose context and code, and as a result assume—or subvert—the
referential knowledge of the reading subject. These pronouns create productive modes of
indeterminacy by enacting disjunctions and dislocations in the poem. By “enact” I am
suggesting that the poems don’t merely describe complex notions of relation, but through
their use of language the poems create bonds of relationality in the text itself. As such, the
reader becomes an essential part of the rules being both de-coded and re-coded in the
poem. Ashbery and Rich rely on a network of readers, often a queer community that will
understand codes, affiliations, or positions. However, I hesitate to say that they make
assumptions, or rely on biases. Instead, the authors create their networks of readership
intratextually, navigating modes of address and utterance such that the reader folds into
the very network being spoken to, or with.
In my fourth chapter, I attempt to expand chronology by looking at interviews from
the 1990s in which Rich looks back at her textual production of the 1950s, during which
she lived in Cambridge with Alfred and their three young sons. This chapter argues that one
of the central reasons Rich may have resisted alignment with the group of Boston-area
confessional poets such as Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath, and Anne Sexton, all of whom were
socially known to one another, is because of her re-conceptualizing of the lyric “I.” For Rich,
the lyric “I” as a universalizing “I” had no meaningful utility—the poetic tradition of this “I”
was a normative, assumed identity that was implicitly inscribed as male, and white. Rich
could not participate in a confessional mode that engaged extensive use of the lyric “I”
without overt interrogation of the functioning of the “I.” Rich’s effort, then, was to employ a
feminist framing of the lyric “I,” seeing it not as universal or totalizing, but in fact,
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conditional, contingent, and always provisional. Precisely because the speaking subject
exists in a material world with social, political, and cultural forces that both organize and
oppress that speaking subject, her ability to announce herself as an “I” must be seen itself
as a social, political, and cultural act. However, the “I” is not an autobiographical “I” either:
it is a fluid, dynamic, and mediated speaking “I” that a reader must encounter in and
through reading. Claudia Rankine refers to this “I” as deployed by Rich and others as an “I”
that is “accountable” (“Art”). As such, the second half of this chapter will look to how
Rankine further utilizes this fragmented, socialized lyric “I” in her work, continuing where
Rich left off, but pushing into territories of fracturing the universalized white “I”—which
Rankine directly recognizes as a place Rich herself could not go—in her lyric works. The
goal, then, is to re-orient Rich’s position in a lyric tradition, moving her away from her
temporal peers in Cambridge and into a transtemporal lineage that reaches forward to
Rankine and backwards even to Virginia Woolf in establishing a necessarily conditional
speaking subject.
Frame, for Rich, must necessarily be both real and metaphor. Frame is not merely a
way of demarcating the world; it is an active thing. A picture frame, say, reveals the
material realities of a painting—its length, width, and depth, but also its horizon-line, its
cast of characters, its literalized sense of perspective. But it also reveals the figurative
world of the painting—its tone, its ideas, its rhetorical perspective. A frame is not a
limitation so much as it is an entryway, and an entryway that gives instructions for access.
In 1984, Rich published a collection of selected and new poems as The Fact of a
Doorframe: Poems Selected and New, 1950-1984 (later re-released with the same title, only
to expand the timeframe from 1950-2001). This was the first time a collection of her
19

selected-and-new poems took its title from a poem in the manuscript—previous collections
were titled, simply, Selected Poems in 1967 and Poems: Selected and New, 1950-1974. The
titular poem is worth singling out in this discussion of frames and framing as it makes
frame both figurative and literal over the course of the poem. The title of the poem becomes
the first line, a move that in and of itself slightly tweaks standardized notions of how titles
themselves are boundaries or limitations:
THE FACT OF A DOORFRAME
means there is something to hold
onto with both hands
while slowly thrusting my forehead against the wood
and taking it away
one of the oldest motions of suffering
as Makeba sings
a courage-song for warrior
music is suffering made powerful (Collected Poems, 438; lines 1-8)
Most significantly, though, Rich locates the poem from the onset in both the body and the
domestic. It is the doorframe itself that is held by both “hands” but also the “forehead” of
the narrator. “Suffering” is evoked, and so, too, the music—and, implicitly, the civil rights
work—of Mama Africa, but it is music and power recalled: the only “fact” of this moment is
the doorframe, and the body held against it.
In the second stanza, Rich moves us into a liminal space between physical and
metaphysical:
I think of the story
of the goose-girl who passed through the high gate
where the head of her favorite mare
was nailed to the arch
and in a human voice
If she could see thee now, thy mother’s heart would break
said the head
of Falada (Collected Poems, 438; lines 9-16)
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She places the reader inside the story of “The Goose Girl,” a story popularized by the
Brothers Grimm. Of course, it is worth noting that the Brothers Grimm were famous for
collecting folklore in various forms complete and incomplete and putting these stories and
scraps of stories into a legible, mass-circulated frame. And a story is a frame, to be sure. But
in this particular story, we do not leave an actual doorframe, not completely. It is at the
doorframe, too, where the goose-girl attempts to confront her suffering. In this story,
Falada—the “head of her favorite mare”—has been nailed above the doorframe after the
goose-girl’s traitorous maid servant ordered it decapitated. And yet, from this vantage
point, the goose-girl looks to Falada, who speaks to her the warning of the charm that was
to protect the goose-girl. We are still within the world of suffering, and we are also looking
for a courage-song.
In the third and final stanza, though, the frame becomes pure metaphor, and, as
such, is activated anew. It is in this final gesture that poetry itself is invoked, becomes the
subject of the poem:
Now, again, poetry
violent, arcane, common,
hewn of the commonest living substance
into archway, portal, frame
I grasp for you, your bloodstained splinters, your
ancient and stubborn poise
—as the earth trembles—
burning out from the grain (Collected Poems, 438; lines 17-24)
Poetry itself is never far away from Rich as a secret subject of a poem, but here we get it
explicitly addressed—both “now,” in this moment, active, new, but also “again,” as though it
has been recalled before, has been here the entire time. The poetry here is many things—
“violent,” but also “common.” I hear at this moment echoes of Woolf and her “common
reader.” This reader “differs from the critics and the scholars” and (in the gendered
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language of the time) is instead “guided by an instinct to create for himself” (Woolf, The
Common Reader, E-file Location 159). If poetry is “arcane,” it is not so much that it is
understood by only a select, elite few, but rather that it is mysterious to all. Poetry is cut
“from the commonest living substance” which itself becomes the doorframe; they are made
of the same substance(s). If the titular “frame” of this poem has moved from a literal
representation to a symbolic one, Rich also seems to be saying that the transformation is
only possible if poetry may be recognized as a frame, a conduit, a way of passage. Rich
explicitly uses the word “portal,” which is, I think, as directly as she’s willing to point us: the
frame is a way in. And so it is natural, then, that at this moment the ubiquitous and freefloating “you” enters, a “you” that is physically grasped for. The “you” is ambiguous; the
“you” seems, syntactically, both the frame itself and also the poetry and the “commonest
living substance” from which they appear to constitute themselves. The substance, then,
may be reduced to living itself—that is, lived experience—which gives shape to both poetry
and frame, but I think we need to appreciate that this turn happens when the “you” is
conjured. The “you,” de-tethered from explicit reference, necessarily summons a reader.
We may not be the “you,” but we retain reside of a/the “you,” in being made newly manifest
in the poem. And so the commonest substance is, finally, the common reader herself: it is
the lived experience of a reader being brought to bear on the lived experience in/of the
poem. Ultimately, then, a new experiential relationship is performed in and carried out by
the reading of the poem by a reader who is, by her fundamental nature, an embodied
cultural subject interacting with the social-cultural realities of the poem. Through the
frame the lyric subject enters, and out of it emerges a community entire.
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ONE: “ordeals she was mastered by”
If the goal of the introduction to this project was to push against the impulse toward
a biographical framing of Rich’s career, I must reiterate that this imposition, I think, would
have been muted without substantial help by Rich herself. While the examples I largely
used in that introduction tended to focus on interviews or texts from the latter part of the
poet’s career, it’s important to see how this act of curation was consistent and sustained
over the years. For each iteration of a “collected” or “selected” volume of poems, Rich
writes about what she was willing to change (some pronouns, essentially) and what she
was unwilling to change (almost everything else). Her reasoning is not to defend the work,
but to offer it as a documentation—not of Adrienne Rich, herself, subject, but of a woman
poet at a moment in time in America. The most famous example of this is “When We Dead
Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision,” from 1971, written when the poet was just over forty, and
hadn’t yet published her most recognized work, Diving into the Wreck. Indeed, this is as
close as an instruction manual as we will ever get in Rich’s re-visioning process. It’s
inherently biographical, but it is not to be read as biography: it is to be read as a process of
craft, and of reading. “I have hesitated to do what I am going to do now,” the poet writes in
the canonical essay, “which is to use myself as an illustration” (38). In this text, Rich revisits
her own educational background and the writing of A Change of World and her subsequent
books of the late fifties and early sixties, not wholly to explain or describe, but to re-read
herself, to notice moments where she finds these poems detached, or hesitant to make
certain rhetorical moves. “It strikes me now as too literary, too dependent on allusion,” she
writes of the poem “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” (45). But this is not mere selfflagellation: this is an analysis both personal and literary. “I hadn’t found the courage yet to

23

do without authorities, or even to use the pronoun ‘I’—the woman in the poem is always
‘she,’” Rich notes to herself as much as to the reader (45). The essay is neither a charting of
early influences nor an account of a rejection of classical prosody, but an actual re-reading
of a life story. Rich is demonstrating for us how to read these early poems—not as
anomalies in her career, but representative of an intellectual and aesthetic tradition that
Rich was simultaneously a member within and critical toward.
A Change of World was released in 1951, and won the Yale Younger Poets Prize that
year, when the poet was just twenty-one years old. This prize, awarded to a writer who has
yet to publish a book of poetry, has been awarded since 1919, establishing it as the oldest
annual poetry award in the United States. W.H. Auden took over the judgeship from
Archibald MacLeish in 1947 and held it until 1959, and in that window helped launch a
significant number of careers, including, aside from Rich: W.S. Merwin (1952), John
Ashbery (1956), James Wright (1957), and John Hollander (1958). “Auden’s choice of Yale
Younger Poets in the early and mid-1950s did much to sanction formalism as the mode of
the period,” observes Jed Rasula in his encyclopedic study of canon- and anthologyformation in the post-war period, The American Poetry Wax Museum (144). Rasula adds,
“By force of personal authority and conspicuous example, Auden led the postwar return to
an emphasis on metrics” (144). Contemporary critics seem largely flummoxed not by
Auden’s decision to give Rich the award, but his reasoning for doing so. As mentioned
above, along with critic Mark Ford, the likes of Sandra Gilbert, Claudia Rankine, and Albert
Gelpi—all of whom have assembled or introduced career-spanning editions of Rich—have
cited with a wry amusement that particular passage in Auden regarding his reading of
Rich’s emotional detachment. But the ending of Auden’s citation has always stuck out, to
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me, as equally off-note: “the poems a reader will encounter in this book are neatly and
modestly dressed, speak quietly but not mumble, respect their elders but are not cowed by
them, and do not tell fibs: that, for a first volume, is a good deal” (278-79). Even if those
elders referred to weren’t Robert Frost and W.B. Yeats (and Auden by association)—that is,
white men—the language is inarguably paternalistic and sexist. Auden may have bestowed
upon Rich the award, but he seems determined to damn it with faint praise.
Two decades after the publication of A Change of World, Rich wrote “When We Dead
Awaken,” reflecting on that period of her life and the poetic choices she made—or thought
she was making, or was unable to make—during that time period. Reflecting on her time at
Radcliffe, Rich writes, “[i]n those [early] years formalism was part of the strategy—like
asbestos gloves, it allowed me to handle materials I couldn’t pick up bare-handed,” (40-41).
The significance and sometimes peculiarity of this essay will help guide this chapter, and,
indeed, this entire project, as Rich’s essay is emblematic of the ways in which she may
simultaneously reveal and obscure herself through her acts of “Re-Vision.” In this essay, in
re-reading herself, Rich teaches us, too, how to read her. Rich is critical of the poems
without disavowing them; she places them in historical context without insisting upon
value judgments. She presents these early poems as part of an individual development
embedded in the historical and structural ideologies visible and invisible in American
poetic discourse. As has been suggested above, Rich’s career represented by others in
anthologies, newspapers, or profiles tended and tends to frame discrete historical periods
marked by explicit turnings-away—first of Formalism, then of Confessionalism, even
America for an internationally-minded poetics. These periods are often referred to as
“transformations”—Sandra Gilbert uses the word, as does Ruth Whitman, and Claudia
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Rankine’s Introduction to Rich’s Collected Poems was first published as “Adrienne Rich’s
Poetic Transformations” in The New Yorker. It is possible, however, that Rich’s re-reading
of herself shows us something more nuanced and complex. Rich shows us consistently the
formal and informal structures that implicitly organized her thinking; she shows us, also,
the radical acts of resistance that were legible within those given constraints.
What this chapter aims to do is latch onto that notion of “strategy” Rich discusses
above and address how it might function for Rich, a thinker for whom politics, poetry, and
even the pedagogical were inexorably linked. The strategy here is to retain the “form” of
“formalism,” but, in that splitting of the term, loose notions of traditional meter and
prosody. Viz., while Rich certainly moved into a more recognizably free and experimental
mode in her later years, eschewing meter, her attention to form as structure, as patterns
and modes of discourse only strengthened and coalesced. Rich came to employ certain
tropes such as pronoun indeterminacy, tonal ambiguity, and multivocality in forms both
canonized and invented in order to sculpt a poetics of politics. Her poetry broke with
tradition insofar as it aimed to confront the boundaries of tradition. “Re-vision—the act of
looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical
direction—is for women more than a chapter in a cultural history: it is an act of survival,”
Rich writes at the beginning of “When We Dead Awaken” (35). Her methodology is
distinctly feminist in aim, challenging audiences to consider how and why modes of writing
were or were not historically available to women writers. The process, then, is a
recuperative kind of reading, and a collective one, in which marginalized voices are given
an urgent, present cultural role.
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Before undertaking herself as subject, Rich frames for the reader what’s grandly at
stake beyond her personal poetic evolution. In invoking Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s
Own, Rich explicitly conjures the historical hostility of the academy toward women.
Because academic institutions were male-dominated, the very kinds of texts and modes of
discourse that were seen as legitimate, valuable, and authorizing were inherently
exclusionary. Rich considers out-loud how an entire framework—one passed down
through patriarchal institutions—is outmoded and in need of a new consciousness, one
that is perhaps dawning for the first time, and thus not beholden to the ossification of
tradition. As such, her personal reflecting is both emblematic of and but a small part in a
larger movement. “We need to know the writing of the past,” Rich says, as both warning
and invitation, “and know it differently than we have ever known it; not to pass on a
tradition but to break its hold over us” (“When” 35). For Rich, tradition is essential in
understanding the feminist struggle in a number of ways: recognizing “tradition” allows for
the acknowledgment that organizing structures may indeed be based on fictive premises;
to see and lay out visibly the language and patterning of oppression offers means to resist
it; an awakened conscious is reciprocal, and will, need affect the lives of men, “even those
who deny its claims upon them”; and dismantling a system necessarily forces one to
conceive of new potentialities (“When” 35). These notions will be addressed later in
specific instances within discussion of the poems, but they are important to the extent they
suggest the power—the simultaneous invisible violence within and liberating potential of—
methodologies of structure.
Because of this skepticism with and toward the logic of certain structural
organizations writ large, Rich’s transition away from her early formalism post-Radcliffe
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deserves scrutiny. To think of her transition as a sudden break from formal prosody to
radical free verse omits and occludes the very strategies Rich develops over time in order
to challenge, evade, provoke. These early poems maintain hyper-awareness and sensitivity
to rhetorical patterning and the logic of forms. Rich is at a calibrated pitch in the space
between the lyrical and experimental, the between-space of form with respect to function,
probing their boundaries. Rich writes forcefully as a radical when she serves as means, as
translator between past traditions and the contemporary poetics.
“Until recently, this female anger and this furious awareness of the Man’s power
over her were not available materials to the female poet,” Rich observes (“When” 36). The
idea of “materials” is a helpful lens through which to understand Rich’s poetic evolution. As
Rich garnered conceptual materials, she could finally add them to a critical consciousness.
As such, her early poems leave prosody but do not deny its legacy; the reality of a radical
poetics is one necessarily informed by the Western canon, even in opposition. Rich’s work
is acutely aware of ways in which her work may critique that canon and speak to its
insufficiency. In this way, it will be necessary to look at a small number of poems over
Rich’s career to see how her approach to organizational structures evolved. This chapter
will explore Rich’s canonical “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” in contrast to “For the Conjunction of
Two Planets,” both from A Change of World, and, later, “Ghazals: Homage to Ghalib,” written
in July and August of 1968, from Leaflets (1969). The purpose of this time-gap is to
consider ways in which Rich’s confrontation of literary forms and traditions took on new
dimensions over time. Furthermore, the successes of these specific poems bear particular
fruits because their very topics represent the boundaries between the interior and exterior,
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the public and private, and—significantly—the structures of power and domination that
create and maintain those boundaries.
For Rich, the relationship between history and historicity is one with material
effects. Real, interpersonal conflicts that happen on real, interpersonal levels are born from
power-performances of sexism and racism. In poems that explicitly deal with “knowledge”
(and often its codification, even when it is myth, or outright false), Rich reveals real power
struggles that mark patriarchy’s organization of said knowledge, typically at the expense of
weaker, oppressed peoples. Structurally, these poems embody what they say via
displacement of convention. They enact. Form and content work together in tandem to
produce skepticism and deny expectation. By questioning this perverted, patriarchal
hierarchy of knowledge, Rich maps correct lineages, dismantles false ones, re-claims the
denied power of those in the past to energize in the present. She corrects the maps, proofs
the galleys. Her effort is one of reclamation.
To orient, it is helpful, perhaps counter-intuitively, to start with one of Rich’s selfidentified less-successful poems. Her earlier notion about formalism as a kind of asbestos
referred specifically to “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,” a poem that Rich says mirrors too closely
the craft of the male poets she had been reading as an undergraduate, to the poem’s
detriment (OLSS 40).1 This poem is one of Rich’s most-anthologized works, often used as a
curatorial shorthand for the mode of her earlier work. Rich herself even uses the poem as
an instrumental framing device in “When We Dead Awaken” as representative of her
pivoting away from strict formalism. In the short lyric, Rich situates the titular character as

While Rich herself does not mention Rainer Maria Rilke explicitly, Claudia Rankine suggests that
Rich’s liberated tigers are in dialogue with Rilke’s “The Panther” (Introduction, Collected Poems, xli).
1
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an expert needle-worker of exotic imaginary images (“tigers across a screen / Bright topaz
denizens of a world of green,” (lines 2-3) nonetheless held by the confines of the real (“The
massive weight of Uncle’s wedding band / Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer’s hand” (lines 78)(Collected Poems 42). The imagination, while vivid, remains contained by that which is
outside it, above it, and which holds it in place—the patriarchal practices of the institution
of marriage. That the uncle does not visibly domineer in action, demonstrates abuse in no
explicit form, seems to be part of the subtle machinery of the poem. His power is
institutionalized. Indeed, he exists only in this poem through synecdoche, as but the
wedding band. And yet, even though he is made into a figuration, Aunt Jennifer is the one
reduced by her relationship to the wedding band; the wedding band defines a captive
relationship to, and under, the man. The man, in the poem’s matrix, need not be a moving
agent to control Aunt Jennifer; that he is a “he” is sufficient to lock any semblance of her
agency (or creativity) into the realm of the imagination and personal and not the social or
institutional.
Formally, in the couplet of lines seven and eight, the seventh line is perfectly iambic.
When positing a “massive weight,” when outlining the symbolic, constraining order of the
band, the poem situates itself in perfect, contained, captive meter. In the next line, line
eight, in which Aunt Jennifer is reduced to an object by both the metaphor and the
grammar, the meter varies in a subtle way (but which stands out in the delicacy of this
poem’s overall verse design). The dactyl of the word “heav-i-ly,” followed by the iamb of
“up-on” precipitates a highly irregular (and intentionally highly cumbersome) metrical

Rather than cite in each line the corresponding MLA parenthetical, I ask the reader to note that all
quotations of the poem refer to “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” on page 4 of the Collected Poems.
2
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situation of three unstressed syllables in a row. The effect is one of slowness, of
deliberateness. It would not be too much of a stretch to claim the meter offers a sonic and
temporal mimesis of the heaviness of the weight described at this juncture. Generally, the
poem’s metrical structure remains conventional: three quatrains of aabb rhyme in almost
perfect iambic pentameter. The iambic substitutions are, for the most part, common
substitutions—that is, they rarely insist upon complex metrical substitutions or rhetorical
re-positioning of emphasis. In this poem, the employment of dactyls—in line four, two in
succession!—in “chiv-al-ric cer-tain-ty,” and, as noted above, in line eight, in the word
“heav-i-ly,” represent the typical metrical subversions. The most felt moment of forced
irregular meter is line ten, which, in order to resolve into pentameter, must be scanned as:
“still ring-ed with ordeals she was mastered by”3. To parse this metrically, the line must
contain a harsh spondee, two quick stresses, in which “she” is the metrical direct object: she
was mastered by these ordeals she, Aunt Jennifer, as a woman. But this metrical move is
slight; if anything, the meter insulates. In a poem about a woman figuratively constrained,
the verse remains so, too.
“Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” stands, perhaps, too captive to the fixity of its meter. While
the radical politics begin to blossom in the subject matter of the poem, the rigidity of the
structure does not fully allow the poem to execute radical maneuvers that transgress
traditional poetics. What this poem seems to prefigure, then, in taking a global view of

Two alternate articulations of the meter may be: “still ringed with ordeals she/she was mastered
by,” in which two interesting readings are possible: 1) a beat is elevated in she, in which the iambic
structure of the line would seem to slow intentionally, or 2) a beat is suppressed in she, so that, in
order to retain the relative iambic quality of the line, only four beats are performed. In the second
instance, the demotion of the stress is she would be thematically significant, to be sure.
Nevertheless, all variations put pressure on how the reader reads that “she.”
3
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Rich’s work, is not an example of her later radical form coming to vision, but rather a
nascent application of how “form”-al (that is, grammatical, syntactical, and sonic)
structures, and most specifically in relation to gender, may be activated in subtle but
symbolic ways. If, in “When We Dead Awaken” Rich recognizes “Aunt Jennifer’s Tiger” as a
kind of failure, she nevertheless sees it as a necessary one, one anticipating a coming
vitality:
Looking back at poems I wrote before I was twenty-one, I’m startled because
beneath the conscious craft are glimpses of the split I even then experienced
between the girl who wrote poems [. . .] and the girl who was to define herself by
her relationship to men. “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” [. . .] looks with deliberate
detachment at this split. (“When” 40).
Even at this young age Rich stood aware, if even on an unconscious or subconscious level,
of the profundities of that split and its power, and the poet actively sought the poetic means
with which to articulate it and herself.
In Rich’s reading of her own work we can hear echoes of a similar thought-process
from poet and critic Helen Vendler:
When I look back now through A Change of World (1951), I try to remember which
of the pages so held me and why; and I find four sets of poems I greet with the sense
of déjà vu. One set had simply lovely lines, seeming today almost too decorative, too
designed, but presenting to me then the poetry of the delicately apprehended and
the exquisitely remembered, poetry of “the flecked leaf-gilded boughs,” and “paths
fern-fringed and delicate,” ornamented with “whisking emerald lizards.” I did not
mind, in some of these solacing poems, echoes of Auden or Yeats, feeling that what
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was beautiful was beautiful no matter who invented it; but there was, it was true, an
ominous note which kept being interlaced with the poised rhythms. (“Ghostlier,”
300)
Like Rich, Vendler is not unwilling to admit that some of the work strikes her differently
now, less successfully, overly ornamental. But Vendler also sees this “ominous note,” and I
very much do, too: it is a latent tension that exists within the rhymes and meter, existing
sonically and metrically, and almost imperceptibly. The tension, then, is not on the surface,
is not applied on the language as it would come to be in later Rich poems; the tension is
there, though, embedded in the structures and formations themselves.
The poem “For the Conjunction of Two Planets” further and more adeptly probes
this intersection of form and political content. Here, Rich visibly explores potential for
(dis-) rupture and productive indeterminacy. This poem closes A Change of World, which
was written in the period before Rich dated each individual poem, a process which she
began in 1954 and continued throughout her life. This collection and the subsequent The
Diamond Cutters are the only works that could be considered formal works. It is these
volumes that literary historians tend to characterize broadly and quickly in the
summarizing of Rich’s (pre-radical) oeuvre. The poems in this collection are unfailingly
highly iambic and full of perfect rhyme and familiar rhyme schemes. However, it would be a
mis-step to collapse poems like “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” and “For the Conjunction of Two
Planets” into one undifferentiated and/or anomalous period in Rich’s trajectory. To quote
Rich herself at some length from the Foreword from the original publication in 1984 of The
Fact of a Doorframe: Poems Selected and New 1950-1984:
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One task for the nineteen- or twenty-year-old poet who wrote the earliest poems
here was to learn that she was neither unique nor universal, but a person in history,
a woman and not a man, a white and also Jewish inheritor of a particular Western
consciousness, from the making of which most women have been excluded. The
learning of poetic craft was much easier than knowing what to do with it—with the
powers, temptations, privileges, potential deceptions, and two-edged weapons of
language. (xv).
This mastering of poetic craft does not represent any teleological end; it is a necessary step
in the difficult process of learning the language of language. Rich comes to appreciate the
productivity of making containment visible. Figuratively, this dynamic always existed in the
foreground of her poetry, but increasingly she would make this sense of containment or
liberation part of the structural and material quality of the textural aspects of the poem in
punctuation, in pronouns, in form.
If “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” may be seen as tightly structured verse squarely in the
tradition of the lyrical, “For the Conjunction of Two Planets” expands outwardly in content,
complicates the standard tone of the ballad, and straddles the line between the personal
and cosmic. Part of the struggle in A Change of World and in The Diamond Cutters seems to
be Rich’s desire to move beyond the limits of the domestic. Rich was acutely aware that the
conditions of the domestic were a reflection of masculine-controlled exclusion in a
particularly hostile time in a particularly hostile environment for women. The stakes of
exposure of the situation were considerably high. To explode the confining space of the
domestic was to make a number of arguments, indicting the restrictive patriarchal
hegemony in the intimate, sexual, and professional lives of women, as well as indicting the
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sexist tradition of women subjects in prosody. In “When We Dead Awaken,” when Rich is
working through her early poems, she’s careful to provide historical context:
[T]hese were the fifties, and in reaction to the earlier wave of feminism, middle-class
women were making careers of domestic perfection, working to send their
husbands through professional schools, then retiring to raise large families. People
were moving out to the suburbs, technology was going to be the answer to
everything, even sex; the family was in its glory. I have a sense that women didn’t
talk to each other much in the fifties—not about their secret emptiness, their
frustrations. (“When” 42)
The domestic was the ideal, was the dream, and it was hollowing and evacuating. The sense
of alienation paralyzed Rich. The domesticity, much like in “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,” was so
psychically oppressive as to be actively hostile.
The final poem of A Change in World, “For the Conjunction of Two Planets” works in
a scope beyond that of “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” in moving far afield from the domestic into
the universal. A sense of authentic history and its attendant questions—to whom is
historical agency granted?, and why?; what are the social roles in the acquisition of
knowledge?—demand direct address of causal chains of inequality. This poem is perhaps
the clearest example of how Rich’s early work may be read as containing subtle elements of
deceptively radical writing strategies. The editor Albert Gelpi, who, along with Barbara
Charlesworth Gelpi, compiled the Norton Critical Edition of Adrienne Rich’s Poetry and
Prose, writes in a manner I find typical and instructive re: Rich’s early meter. In “Adrienne
Rich: The Poetics of Change,” he notes:
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The poems of A Change of World display a variety of meters, rhymes and stanzas,
and each piece elaborates its convention symmetrically, as in the balance of
unresolved dualities in “For the Conjunction of Two Planets.” After a while the
reader begins to wonder if the artifice, no matter how skillfully wrought, may serve
as a partial evasion of the conflicts which are the subject of the poem. (284)
We must consider the ways in which the artifice—precisely because it is “skillfully
wrought”—fundamentally performs the conflicts of the poem through its intended metrical
evasion.
The central dynamic of the poem, in many ways, can only be understood as a social
conflict operating within and against epistemological claims. While the poem posits
relational identities—a “we” maneuvers throughout the poem, standing as the ambiguous
subject and narrative engine of stanzas one, two, and four—these fluid and vague
associations are intentionally held at arm’s length (Collected Poems 394). The concrete
actors of the poem, then, are the “expert men” of the second line, and the validity of that
expertise and the regard, viz., tone, in which the inherent “I” of the “we”-subject holds those
men becomes troubled and re-configured. The poem ostensibly posits an oppositional
relationship between kinds of codified knowledge—“mathematical debate” of line five—
and the stuff of fancy or imagination—“astrological hopes” of the first line. Clearly, though,
the true oppositional relationship operating in the poem is the that of the “we” and the
“men.” The subject is less astronomy than it is power. The figures do not need to experience
explicit contact to be in opposition—as with “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers, they don’t physically

Rather than cite in each line the corresponding MLA parenthetical, I ask the reader to note that all
quotations of the poem refer to “For the Conjunction of Two Planets” on page 39 of the Collected
Poems.
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connect. The opposition already exists; it is embedded in the very texture of real, actual
institutions that perpetuate themselves in imaginary, emotional spaces. As Rich argues in
“When We Dead Awaken,” “Both the victimization and the anger experienced by women
are real, and have real sources, everywhere in the environment, built into society, language,
the structures of thought. They will go on being tapped and explored by poets, among
others. We can neither deny them, nor will we rest there” (“When” 49). The issue is who
speaks toward knowledge and authority, who has access to that realm of codified
knowledge, and, also, who is relegated (perhaps against her will) to categories of dismissal.
The social patterns of exclusion become as canonized and institutionalized as the
seemingly non-negotiable world of facts. This conflict is structurally and materially
performed rather than stated: it is the product of radical pronouns and tonal complexities
that necessarily shift and vibrate. Indeed, to make any sense of the poem at all, the reader
must trace the shifting relationships of the pronouns as essential to the logic of argument.
The relationship of pronouns reveals or complicates (or, as is often in the case with Rich,
reveals to be powerfully complicated) the social dynamics of the poem.
The poem begins with a “we,” a gesture that points to any number of things:
intimacy, if the reader is part of the equation; exclusion, if the reader is not; an a priori
narrative to which the reader has no access; a poem that may work through the sense of
association a “we” entails; or, instead, a poem that may work through the sense of
antagonism that situates a “them” against an “us” presupposed by the “we”. This “we”
stands as the gyroscopic energy of the poem, circulating around other indeterminate
pronouns such as “things” in the penultimate line, or, most essentially, “it” in lines seven
and twenty-two, which seem tantalizing close to offering resolution, and also, of course,
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impossibly far (Collected Poems 39). Some of these relationships conflict, and yet all are
possible and active at the poem’s onset. The dynamic nature of pronouns and their
relationship to identity and identification, status, and point-of-view stood as a central trope
of Rich’s poetry for decades. In these early poems, a reader may start to tease out how Rich
negotiates the complex associations born out of pronominal relations.
Pronouns seem to represent for Rich places where order is invisibly aligned, places
where masculinity and patriarchy are assumed. After all, it is men who are authorized to
speak, in the conventional prosody of the time. A default speaker was male. Rich addresses
this in her Notes section to these early poems, written nearly thirty years after her first
formalist books: “The pronouns in the third section [of the poem ‘The Tourist in the Town’]
were originally masculine [. . .] In 1953, when the poem was written, a notion of male
experience as universal prevailed which made the feminine pronoun suspect, or merely
‘personal’” (Collected Poems 1122). This, I believe, relates to the earlier notion about
materials becoming available to Rich, piece-by-piece, as she experimented with and
challenged both technical and thematic concepts, e.g.: the ability to experiment ever-morewildly with forms; the ability to use those pronouns to signal that a male point-of-view
cannot be assumed as the central one of the poem, from the vantage point of both speaker
and writer; even, conceptually, the ability to use anger. Referring to “The Tourist in the
Town” and the poem “Afterward,” Rich added, “I later altered the pronouns because they
alter, for me, the dimensions of this poem” (Collected Poems 1122). These revisions are
some of the most radical and substantive alterations to the early poems. Largely, the poet
left the poems untouched, and instead of re-writing them opted to revisit them in the
context of reading, as she does in “When We Dead Awaken.” That she chose to revise these
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pronouns attests to the ways in which these small markers announce gendered
frameworks in a poem and may foreclose more expansive readings. This identification of an
expected, normative, and normativizing male identity troubles and energizes the poet. The
power of the pronoun rests in its insidious claims on universality. Pronouns, then, become
a means to expose historical-grammatical indices of exclusion and elision that reveal latent
patterns of sexism. Pronouns intentionally represent an ever-unstable ground of
association and affinity.
Pronouns are deixic in that they require supplemental information to recognize
their zone of referentiality. Pronouns need context, actually insist upon it, to function, to
have any sort of semantic value at all in the space of a poem, and, in the work of Rich, an
excavation of that context takes place. In “For the Conjunction of Two Planets,” the
pronouns reflect a dynamic relationship between subject and speaker, and encompass
shifting tonalities as they delineate relationships of domination. The “we” maneuvers
around its subjects much as the constellations do, at times suggesting fixedness on the very
level of gravity and pull, but also, in some way too, harmony. It is crucial that the “we” of
the first line, of the first word, situates itself against “men” in the second line, and “expert”
men at that. A division between men/women certainly presents itself in the opening stanza,
but that binary does not stand as the only available reading. The “we” may encompass
women as well as any subjects who do not identify with the stratified expert men, who feel
outside the men’s supposed discourse, and who may resist the historical perpetuation of
this Othering. The poem in this way immediately establishes an open opposition from
which the terms will gradually and through process reveal themselves.
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The expertise of the “expert men” is qualified: the range of their knowledge—their
“ken” of line four—encompasses the hard sciences, the very stuff that organizes our—that
is, humanity’s—knowledge of the universe. Knowledge is cosmic and large in the math of
astronomy and also local and infinitesimal in the “slide and photographic plate” of
microscopes (line six). Expert men control the heavens as well as the almost imperceptible
material that makes up those heavens. The “we,” which remains unspecified, may be
understood, then, through negation: its ken is not that of math, of science. Beyond that, it is
seemingly relegated by these expert men to fanciful “astrological hopes” and “horoscopes”
(lines one and three)—seemingly in that it remains unclear with what tone the speaker
uses the words “smile” or “reckon” in lines one and three, respectively. “Smile” could be
ironic or light; “reckon” could be glib; the “expert” qualifier of line two appears to insist
authority while also undermining it; even the adverb “painfully” seems available to parody
without announcing it. The poem primarily establishes in its first stanza a distinction
between the men and the speaker(s) and implants undercurrents of tonal opposition and
tonal unease. That the precise relationship between the characters is not fully revealed is
not significant and not, in fact, the subject; rather, the key significance is the signaling that
this relationship is not static.
In the second stanza, Rich concretizes and frustrates this relationship. She pivots
quickly with the conjunctive adverb “yet,”5 re-establishes the “we” as actor and employs the

Rich uses two conjunctive adverbs in this stanza in significant structural places, and in positions
where the meter requires a stress, that “yet” and also “still,” which enjambs the end of line three. In
a poem in which “Conjunction” is in the title, I think it worth considering how Rich conceives of the
word. “Conjoin” does not necessarily mean unite in a form of agreement. Rather, I think conjoin
speaks to things that are co-incident, occurring at the same point in time and space, but with a
relationship that may be fraught.
5
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verb “protest” in the very first line: “And yet, protest it if we will” (line one). The “it” that
the speaker(s) protest(s) remains intentionally indistinct—it refers, grammatically, to
“ken,” but it also, in its openness, seems to suggest more, to suggest the tones of irony and
frustration wrapped up in the relationship between subjects; “it” appears to refer to the
whole order of things. In the next line, line eight, a subtle maneuver happens: the pronoun
“some” reveals itself to be the subject of the entire grammatical sentence, of the stanza as a
whole. The “some” is free-floating and indeterminate. How different would the stanza be if
it were “our” corner, or “his” corner, or “their” corner?, and yet, in applying the indistinct
“some,” Rich forces the reader to make quick associative decisions. As a reader, do you see
“the mind” of the second line as the men’s?; as the speaker’s?; as, perhaps, your own? The
reader is put in a distinction where she must make narrative and emotional-associative
choices without her knowing. Pronouns, for Rich, here and throughout her career, represent
the moment where the ontological meets the material stuff of language. The reader makes
conceptual choices in and through the structural necessities of grammar and utterance.
By line five, when the “us,” returns, the reader almost cannot help but feel affinity
toward that pronoun, to whomever it refers. The reader aligns herself against the expert
men and their ken. While the pronominal referents are breaking down constructively, so,
too the semantic content dissolves instead of resolves. In this stanza, the “skeins” of line
four denotes the constellations—the purview of the men and this “medieval man” (line
three)—and connotes its primary definition, a length of thread or yarn, which
metaphorically calls upon the realm of the domestic, the interior—that is, the assumedworld of the feminine. Spatially, this interior/exterior situating occurs in the quick
movement between the image of the tangled constellations of those “starry skeins” and the
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“doors” (line eleven), which, like skeins, implies co-incidentally literal and figurative
meanings. The “door” is a trope of movement into something, into knowledge, into
becoming; it is, also, part of a domestic space. The stanza operates in the liminal physical
space between the cosmic and the domestic and in the liminal psychic space between a
“we” and a “them.” The reader remains necessarily suspended between any number of
available associations; this instability is not something away from which to shy. Rich toys
with a freedom to move creatively outside of the self and into another in a hallucination of
relation, but her consistent dis-locations also literalize that porousness. That is, a speaker
may become through pronominal, grammatical, and/or metrical re-directions disembodied
and (as we will see later) de-temporalized. The speaker becomes larger than she did when
the narrative began, and this represents the scope of the poem and the power of Rich’s
poetics. A self is always one(-) self and a body is always a body, but a self has empathetic
capacities that it may translate into a world of experience(s).
What Rich appears to be doing is re-inscribing the supposed fixedness of
knowledges—those of, say, the hard sciences or math—and imbuing these domains with
the imaginative, thus radically expanding their capacities. This, it seems to me, is what she
has in mind when she argues in “When We Dead Awaken” that the need for a selfknowledge must be twinned with a recuperating of historical knowledge. While
imagination seemed to be relegated to pseudo- or soft sciences in the first stanza, it
becomes, increasingly, a tool for engagement. In the third stanza, the poem departs from
the “we” and the “men” of the first half of the poem, but it does not lose the division
between genders. Here, Venus and Jupiter are the subjects, participating in a relationship
that is, again, imaginative and real. It is “real” in that it draws upon the planets and
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astrology of the previous stanzas and “imaginative” in that employment, again, of the
deceptively radical pronoun “her” in line eighteen. “Her” may seem simple, but,
rhetorically, it demands that figuration of mythology participate with the laws of
astronomy insofar as the pronoun anthropomorphizes Venus (and, by extension, Jupiter).
“Her” is a grammatical construct—and, so, too, one sees, are mythology, gender, and
knowledge constructed. Now, this does not imply construction is unreal; construction is alltoo-real. But it is something done, performed, and perpetuated, and in this way reveals its
own potential for dismantling or re-configuration. It may be worth considering that this is
the only stanza in which a “we” is not mentioned. In this way, the one stanza that offers a
conception of female leadership or even co-equivalence is the one stanza that exists purely
in the realm of metaphor and abstraction. It stands as the one stanza in which the “we” is
not put into active grammatical, syntactical, or contextual opposition against the “men.” I
would argue that, for Rich, a “we” does not simply happen: it is, in fact, constructed, or,
perhaps, renewed. Practically, a “we” divided—say, through violence, whether physical or
epistemological—once reconstituted as “we” possesses different and new qualities that
bind it as a legible unit of mutual recognition.
Venus, then, at this current moment is a literal object, a planet, and also a
metaphorical idea, and also must operate conceptually as the mediation between the two.
Venus reigns in this utterance of “her,” mentioned first, named the brightest, and it is
Jupiter that is her guest; she is not his. While Jupiter physically is the largest planet, and
Jupiter metaphorically is the god of all gods (and of the sky!), in this figurative space, those
traditional notions of power do not give him primacy. Luminosity elevates the god of love
and beauty into a reclaimed authorial position. Of particular note, though, is the
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relationship re-established by this re-distribution of conventional gender status. As “her
guest,” and not an oppressed subject, Jupiter’s relationship to Venus lacks tonal judgment.
To accentuate, once again, the power of pronouns, this stanza offers the only moment
where feminine and masculine join in oneness, in the pronoun “their” in line fifteen. If this
pronoun, like many of the others, seems like a casual distribution of reference, it is
anything but. It joins, simply, two forces previously antithetical into collaboration. Venus
and Jupiter, feminine and masculine at odds in the human realm of occlusion and exclusion,
now provide a “dual circuit,” (line seventeen) conjoined not in opposition, but in coexistence. The poem consistently and intentionally plays with scales, scopes, and stakes,
e.g. the interior/exterior, the imaginative/“fact”. It operates on the minimal level of human
personality and the maximal level of interplanetary co-operation. Rich has her fun: she
expounds metaphorically and also non-metaphorically upon the gravitational force of the
biggest planet in the universe balancing with its anthropomorphized brilliant feminine
counterpoint in a phenomenal dual coordination that lights and arranges the symmetry of
the heavens. This is, in a word, majestic.
Rich never loses her threads, and all pronouns do work. The “these” at the beginning
of the stanza, in line fourteen, would logically address the subject of the stanza—Venus and
Jupiter—but this referentiality a reader applies after reading, since, on a very literal level,
the “these” appears before its ostensive referents. The reader had, previously, been
conditioned to situate the masculine opposite a feminine “we” (which, while certainly not
only feminine nevertheless retains qualities of that binary’s history), and so maps those
figures onto Venus and Jupiter unconsciously. Even the “[w]hatever” of line thirteen, the
first word of the stanza, performs work. In referring to a “register” or “law” (line thirteen),
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it re-locates and re-orients the world of the social in relation to the ungovernable cosmic
world. Furthermore, the word itself possesses a texture or residue of futility. In the scope of
forces so grand and powerful as gravity and light themselves, as themselves, the seemingly
inviolable law of man appears suddenly, starkly, quite plastic and fluid indeed.
The transition in this stanza from oppositional to conjunctional characters sets up
the fourth and final stanza, in which a single rhetorical question operates across the sestet.
The rhetorical question necessarily ends in an unanswered and unanswerable place, but
this does not imply that distance has not been traveled. In this stanza, the “we” returns, as
does an “our” belonging to that “we” in lines twenty and twenty-one. It is possible, though,
that the “we” has shifted once again; this “we” positions itself against an outside force,
against either the “expert men” of the first stanza or the representative “medieval man” of
the second stanza. This “we” truly free-floats. As such, it would seem possible that this “we”
also admits room and space for the men themselves. In understanding gender stratification
as constructed, as a fictive process, men, too, perhaps may be liberated from the arbitrary
ascription. No one, after all, owns the skies.
The “we” in Rich is necessarily thorny, because it is never a stable political or social
identity. A “we,” I would argue, is not assigned simply through, say, a basis of genderidentification: ultimately, the interests of a collective need to be unified in dismantling
patriarchal systems of privilege and oppression. In a syllabus for a class Rich would teach
at CUNY called, wonderfully, “Images of Women in Poetry by Men,” collected in “What We
Are Part Of”: Teaching at CUNY: 1968-1974, the poet writes:
I identify with women, but I am interested in teaching men who want to explore
thru poetry what the patriarchal system in which they collaborate is doing to them. I
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can communicate with men who want to think, struggle and change, but my primary
loyalty is to women.
If this sounds shocking, remember that the loyalties of most male teachers are
finally to continuing a system of male privilege and to leaving unquestioned a male
tradition in literature. (“What We Are Part Of” 32)
This gets at the larger projects informing poems such as this one. In re-organizing
emotional associations within the poem and mapping histories of exclusion and
subordination, Rich educates and liberates readers, all readers. That the “we” in the final
stanza potentially folds in even the men who have so mistakenly and so egregiously
ghettoized the intellectual contributions of women is an admittedly abstract reading and is
grounded more in what the stanza lacks in opposition than what it offers in the text.
Nevertheless, the “we” and “our” are now surrounded by “light” in line nineteen, and by “A
sign of something we can trust” in line twenty-one, and the tone moves into a productively
flexible and accessible register. The “something,” once again, stands as a grammatically
indistinct pronoun, but the poem does not feel a need to reconcile that indeterminacy. To a
large extent the reader is invited to fill in the (possible) meanings of that weighted gesture.
The poem ends on a note tense and hopeful: “Or is it that in starry places / We see
the thing we long to see / In fiery iconography?” (lines twenty-two – twenty-four). If the
“we”/“them” dynamic explodes into unsolvable possibilities in this stanza, so, too, do the
pronouns: the “it” may refer to the subject of the sentence, the “light,” or it may refer to the
greater circumstances of the poem, and the world; the “that” may serve simply as a
conjunction, or it may be a pronoun in itself, a specific idea here unspecified; is the “we”
consistent, and what does that even mean?; and, crucially, what are the “things” we long to
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see in the penultimate line, line twenty-three? This last issue remains unresolved, but
urgent: the “things” seem to be at the center of the literal question posed and the poem’s
rhetorical questioning implied. In the significant openness of the word “things,” it is
possible this goal, this thing is not even known to the poem, to the poet, to the reader. It
may be, only, ultimately, that the relationship between knowledge and iconography—like
the relationship between past and present, and inside/outside, and self/other—can and
should be provoked and unburdened of its fixity.
It is necessary, here, to provide my particular reading of Rich’s prosodic structure in
order to lay groundwork for the kinds of sonic and metrical maneuvers the poem makes.
“For the Conjunction of Two Planets” stays close to the traditional prosodic patterns of
other poems in A Change of World: its rhyme scheme is ababcc across four sestets, and its
rhymes are typically polysyllables countered with monosyllables—i.e., “hopes” and
“horoscopes” (lines one and three), “debate” and “plate” (the couplet of lines five and six)
or “see” and “iconography” (the final couplet in lines twenty-three and twenty-four). What
is of interest is that the multisyllabic words in this poem complicate the metrical
consistency of the poem. In the first stanza, for example, “astrological” and “horoscopes”
offer multiple metrical readings, depending on the scansion the reader performs. One may
scan it as “as-tro-log-i-cal” so that the line, parsed, is an iamb, an iamb, an iamb, and an
anapest. Or, a reader may scan it as “as-tro-log-i-cal” so that the line, parsed, is an iamb, a
pyrrhic, an iamb, and an anapest, and thus a radically uncommon line of meter. Similarly,
with “horoscopes,” one may scan the word as “hor-o-scopes” or “hor-o-scopes,” offering, in
the first case, a line of iamb, iamb, iamb, iamb, or, in the second, iamb, iamb, iamb, pyrrhic.
A similar issue occurs in lines five, six, and seven between choosing a stress or suppressing
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a stress—this writer will spare the reader the painful scansion. This may seem technically
needless and superfluous, but the implicit argument is, in a certain way, radical. If the
reader chooses to suppress the stresses—to read the first and third lines as having three
strong beats, instead of four—the poem’s form is that called “common meter,” a pattern of
three-four-three-four, found typically in ballads. Ballads in the Western canon were often
(though by no means exclusively) the verse forms of parodies or of folk-tales. They were
not meant to be received truthfully, or at least not without some skepticism. A sense of
winking, either in jeering or appreciation, firmly affixed itself from the top-down in the
tradition of that metrical verse design. And if that is the case in this poem, then that
perhaps directs words like “smile” or “reckon” or “expert” squarely into the mood of the
satiric, or at the least, fantastic.
If, however, the reader promotes the stresses in her articulation of her private
reading, each line contains four stresses, which is the form commonly known as long meter.
Long meter was often (again, though by no means exclusively) the verse of hymns (and
sometimes called “hymn meter”). This does not change in any substantive way the meaning
or reception of the poem; the pronouns operate in the same semantic way, and the issues of
historicity exist with equal implications. But to perform scansion and read it this way is to
place it in an altogether separate tradition. As such, the difference in the two forms remains
a difference in tones: in one sense, a reader may be primed to receive something fantastic,
absurd, or parodic; in another sense, a reader may be primed to receive something quite
serious and reverential. And yet, as the prosodic reader tries to negotiate these
discrepancies, as the poem expands, the multisyllabic feet fall away, and the poem resolves
into a conventional four-beat meter. This, from a writer as thoughtful and thorough as Rich,

48

and in a poem so slippery and evasive on the level of pronouns and referents, surely cannot
be incidental. If “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” represented a hyper-concentrated iambic handcuffing, “For the Conjunction of Two Planets” presents a Rich capable of exacting meter as
she sees fit. There will be moments of perfect iambs, and there will be moments of near
metrical incomprehensibility, and the ways in which these complexities effect the poem
will exist on almost imperceptible sonic and rhetorical levels. Their power rests, then, in
their availability. If availability has come to seem like an oft-repeated word in this chapter,
it is because availability is vital in Rich’s notions of strategy. The ability to play into
expectations of or veer away from the assumed, be it the historically assumed, the formally
assumed, or the epistemologically assumed, may be harnessed by the poet.
To examine how Rich’s relationship to formal structures evolves and speaks to
concerns of her particular time and place, we need to move beyond the classical prosody of
the 1950s into the Rich’s work in the late ’60s. While Rich did leave metrical verse largely
behind, she is, interestingly, one of the poets I would consider chiefly responsible for the
widespread use of the ghazal form in contemporary American poetics. Though the ghazal
has been one of the most common forms of Middle Eastern and South Asian poetry tracing
back centuries, it was essentially absent from American verse—until Aijaz Ahmad and
Adrienne Rich. In 1968, to mark the centennial anniversary of the death of Persian poet
Mirza Ghalib, the literary theorist Aijiz Ahmad sought out a number of well-known
American poets to translate these poems … from Urdu. “Because none of the poets spoke
Urdu,” writes David Caplan, “Ahmad supplied them with literal translations, from which
they crafted their collaborative versions” (“In That Thicket”). While much has been made of
the so-called “bastard ghazal”—one of the leading contemporary scholars of ghazals in
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English, Agha Shahid Ali, in the introduction to his Ravishing DisUnities: Real Ghazals in
English noted that he felt he had to take back the ghazal outright, “for form’s sake”—I
would argue that the fact that the 1968 ghazals flout the formal rules is, precisely, the point
of the project (1). The widespread collaboration and spirit of play seems to me to inform
Ahmad’s project and Rich’s, an effort to pay homage to Mirza Ghalib and to the ancient
tradition of the form, one of the oldest if not the oldest in the world.
As Caplan notes in his essay on the ghazal tradition in America, “The first ghazals
published by an American writer, Rich’s sequences offer the occasion to consider how a
verse form moves from one literary tradition to another: why it attracts poets and how its
conventions change in order to address new literary and cultural challenges” (“In That
Thicket”). Rich’s work seems to me an explicit attempt to see how the form may speak to
her time and place. How would a centuries-old form, its roots in Persia, speak to 1968 in
America? In what ways may this tradition help provide some kind of rhetorical and formal
structure that enables the poet to work through her culture?; in what ways will it
necessarily be insufficient, and what might that teach us? In the summer of 1968, over a
span of four weeks (the individual days of composition are noted) Rich wrote “Ghazals:
Homage to Ghalib.” The poems reflect the tension of that year, written only a few months
removed from the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr. and the
wave of civil disturbances in cities like Kansas City, Chicago, Trenton, Detroit, and Rich’s
hometown Baltimore.
It is necessary to present a brief overview of the structure of the ghazal. The form
represents a particularly valuable lens through which to investigate Rich’s relationship to
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form and strategy in so far as the ghazal constitutes itself through its numerous and
necessarily recognizable rules and patterns. To refer to Ali again:
The ghazal is made up of couplets, each autonomous, thematically and emotionally
complete in itself: One couplet may be comic, another tragic, another romantic,
another religious, another political. […] A couplet may be quoted by itself without in
any way violating a context—there is no context, as such […] Then what saves a
ghazal from arbitrariness? A technical context, a formal unity based on rhyme and
refrain and prosody. All the lines in a ghazal can appear to have—because of the
quantitative meters of Persian and Urdu—the same number of syllables; to establish
metrical consistency, poets follow an inner ear, rather than any clearly established
rules, as in English. (2-3; emphasis in original)
The form operates with a highly specific rhyme scheme in which each couplet ends with the
same word or words (the radif), and is preceded by the couplet’s rhyming word (the
qafia)6. The final couplet incorporates a direct address, which is almost always the poet’s
proper name. In English, it is generally written in iambic pentameter or iambic hexameter
(“Ghazal”).

6

It may be necessary to offer an example so that the reader visualizes and hears what operates. I

will use John Hollander’s instructive ghazal “Ghazals on Ghazals” from Rhyme’s Reason because, as
we shall see, Rich’s ghazal breaks the form almost at every place available:
“For couplets, the ghazal is prime; at the end
Of each one’s a refrain like a chime: ‘at the end.’
But in subsequent couplets throughout the whole poem,
It’s this second line only will rhyme at the end.
On a string of such strange, unpronounceable fruits,
How fine the familiar old lime at the end! [. . .]” (69).
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To restate: this form exists as one of the oldest of poetic verse and one of the most
highly regulated by structural and sonic rules, but Rich’s “Ghazals: Homage to Ghalib” does
away with many of those rules. Most of them, actually. And, remember: we have just
established that Rich was one of her generation’s most technically accomplished
prosodists. That Rich decides to work freely and loosely is a conscious choice. She retains
what is useful for her purpose, but she is not bound. In one of her longer entries in her
notes section, Rich addresses the poem’s flexibility:
Ghazals: Homage to Ghalib. This poem began to be written after I read Aijaz Ahmad’s
literal English version of the Urdu poetry of Mirza Ghalib (1797-1869). While the
structure and metrics of the classical ghazal form used by Ghalib are much stricter
than mine, I adhered to his use of a minimum five couplets to a ghazal, each couplet
being autonomous and independent of the others. The continuity and unity flow
from the associations and images playing back and forth among the couplets in any
single ghazal. The poems are dated as I wrote them, during a month in the summer
of 1968. Although I was a contributor to Ahmad’s The Ghazalz of Ghalib (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1971), the ghazals here are not translations but original
poems. (Collected Poems 1126)
Though Rich’s note does provide helpful context for the occasional nature of the poems,
what concerns her centrally seems to be an emphasis on continuity and unity and its
relation to the autonomous couplet. In the long list of the ghazal’s features, the independent
couplet is, in fact, the only thing Rich retains. In her ghazal, there is no radif or qafia, no
rhyme at all, no meter, no consistent length or number of couplets, no proper noun in the
penultimate line. What remains is the unit of the couplet, independent and autonomous,
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but also joined in an abstract way to the couplets before and after. The poem itself, on a
global level, operates similarly: are the ghazals independent poems, or are they linked as
one sustained meditation? Even the title frustrates this question: the “Ghazals” are plural,
but there is only one single title organizing the piece(s). Individual sections possess specific
dedications, which seem to support readings of sections as distinct pieces; the entries of
July 14 and July 17 possess a “i” and a “ii,” which may be two sections of one piece, or may,
instead, be the opposite, as differentiating markers for the days in which the poet wrote
multiple ghazals7.
The reader, then, must make intellectual and associative choices as a response to
Rich’s formal decisions. These decisions are not arbitrary or a reflection of the merely
personal, since so much of Rich’s work insists upon real boundaries of the political. To date
a poem is to reflect a real time and a real place with socio-political conditions unique to and
embedded within it.8 What accumulates in this suspended state of independence vs.
continuity is a sustained mood of feeling and of thought. The ghazals, in their craft-level
independent couplets, and “Ghazals: Homage to Ghalib,” in its architectonic ebbing and
flowing of unstable referents, characters, and locations, create a fully evolved sense of
Rich’s porous interior/exterior binary and of her always-activated self/other awareness.

Rather than cite in each line the corresponding MLA parenthetical, I ask the reader to note that all
quotations of the poem refer to “Ghazals (Homage to Ghalib)” on pages 277-285 of the Collected
Poems.
8
Regarding the dating her poems, Rich speaks to the inherent political and rhetorical strategies
associated with that choice in Blood, Bread, and Poetry: “By 1956, I had begun dating each of my
poems by year. I did this because I was finished with the idea of a poem as a single, encapsulated
event, a work of art complete in itself; I knew my life was changing, my work was changing, and I
needed to indicate to readers my sense of being engaged in a long, continuing process. It seems to
me now that this was an oblique political statement—a rejection of the dominant critical idea that
the poem’s text should be read as a separate from the poet’s everyday life in the world. It was a
declaration that placed poetry in a historical continuity, not above or outside history” (180).
7
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The independent couplets become a kind of percussion, a rhetorical ordering and
patterning in a poem that transcends containment in a non-linear approach to subjectivity
and subjugation.
That Rich eschewed meter and rhyme here should not be seen as some mere
ornamental choice. To omit meter and rhyme represents a choice both political and
aesthetic, and would seem to speak to their deficiencies in addressing her subject matter.
Furthermore, Rich does not utilize, say, a crown of sonnets or a series of villanelles or any
other of the classic Western forms. She consciously adapts a non-Western form to speak to
and illuminate the hegemonic practices of a capitalist, imperialist West. Rich is clear that
the ghazal provided a framework that allowed her to step outside her patterns of thought:
I certainly had to find an equivalent for the kinds of fragmentation I was feeling, and
confusion. One thing that was very helpful to me was working on the translations
from the Urdu poet Mirzah Ghalib, which led me to write original ghazals. There I
found a structure which allowed for a highly associated field of images. And once I
saw how that worked, I felt instinctively, this is exactly what I need, there is no
traditional Western order that I have found that will contain all these materials.
(Collected Early Poems 426).
The forms a writer uses to depict an argument contain a historical map of power that
demands conscious address. Rich was not appropriating a tradition that was not hers so
much as making a conscious, distinct non-Western gesture.
The implicit subtext of these formal choices seems to suggest that while history has
a claim to then-current issues like Vietnam and the Black Power Movement, it does not
necessarily command a totalizing authority. The poem is very much about the mood of the
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moment of 1968, but it is also conscious of speaking beyond it. History informs the present
in so far as it delineates the boundaries of those maps, shows the participants in their
psychic cartographies. The present, though, actualizes through choices and through actions
that may resist or may subvert the organization of tradition. From the beginning, Rich
establishes concepts that, though initially mysterious, percuss throughout the poem and
create that sense of conceptual unity. Caplan argues in Virginia Quarterly Review that Rich’s
fluid, non-traditional work allows her to explore the very purpose of the relationship
between form and culture:
Rich’s cagey, anguished poems searchingly investigate America’s difficult racial
politics, seeking to forge a cross-cultural poetry of witness, a poetry of reconciliation
and cross-racial identification. Her poems and the ghazals that follow them highlight
the intricate, tenuous, and, at times, intense relationship between “politics” in its
most common meaning and poetic form. The verse form both expresses the poet’s
political loyalties and complicates them, adding new resonance and unforeseen
entanglements. By doing so, the ghazals suggest the difficulties that arise when
poets seek to translate their political commitments into their handling of verse form.
(“In That Thicket”)
Seen this way, the poems take form itself as subject. Rich was a classically trained prosodist
because only certain writers were sanctioned, both in her home growing up, and in the
classrooms at Radcliffe. But, as noted earlier, Rich, critical as she was of those institutions
that excluded women, writers of color, non-Western writers, the work of Blake and Keats
would continue to resonate with her. W.B. Yeats was Rich’s favorite poet as an
undergraduate and would serve as touchstone throughout her career. Sandra Gilbert sees
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similarities in the careers of the two poets and even goes so far as to argue, “what links the
two, at different ends of the twentieth century and of the political spectrum, is a fierce urge
toward personal and poetic refashioning, along with an increasingly powerful sense of
communal responsibility” (Introduction xii). Seen this way, I would argue that Rich’s
relationship to form and all that that word entails was, from the onset, political.
In the first couplet of Rich’s ghazal, she writes, “The clouds are electric in this
university. / The lovers astride the tractor burn fissures through the hay” (lines one-two).
The parallel syntactical structure of the two end-stopped lines coupled with the as-yetobscure metaphorical register invite either reading that the subjects of both sentences—
the clouds, and the lovers—are part of the same tableaux, or wholly unconnected. As such,
the poem immediately activates the exteriority of the sky and the interiority of the
university (which the clouds are somehow impossibly in) as well as the romantic tradition
of lovers in the ghazal. In the next couplet, Rich writes “When I look at that wall I shall think
of you / and of what you did not paint there,” which re-affirms her commitment to
pronouns as energizing indices. The relationship between the “I” and the “you” appears
intimate, but it is aggressively indistinct; even the “I” speaker thinks of it in absence, in
what was not painted. This notion of absence and presence tracks throughout this section
of the poem in the “vanishing-point” of line seven, or the absence of language in the last
couplet: “When you read these lines, think of me / and of what I have not written here”
(lines eleven-twelve). Whereas the “you” had an intimate, domestic relationship to an
interpersonal “I” above, a real relationship within the metaphor of the poem, the “you” now
becomes inhabited by readers and their relationship reading an “I” speaker, poet, writing
these lines. That is, the poem works simultaneously within a locatable, recognizable
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narrative as well as a meta-text above the poem (especially asking us, as it does, to think of,
to write, what is “not written here”). The poem is not simply a description, but in fact
something more like a performance that the reader herself orchestrates, at once within and
without the poem.
It is also essential to note that this explicit call to and conjuring of the reader and to
the materiality of this poem in this temporal space occurs in the final couplet, in the
penultimate line. Traditionally, in the ghazal, this is where a poet would reference herself,
would say explicitly: Adrienne Rich (or a pseudonym). Here Rich calls herself to the poem
by conjuring, somewhat surprisingly, you: you reader, you. She continues playing with this
feature of the ghazal in the final couplet of the various sections: in the piece dated
“7/13/68,” she references herself again through her absence: “Don’t look for me in the
room I’ve left; / the photograph shows just a white rocking-chair, still rocking” (twentyone, twenty-two). In the next section. “7/14/68: i,” in the final couplet Rich ventriloquizes
Walt Whitman, saying and quoting, “‘It may be if I had known them, I would have loved
them’ / You were American, Whitman, and those words are yours” (thirty-one through
thirty-two). To be certain, by uttering those words, especially in such a critical position,
they become, also, Adrienne Rich’s. This maneuver of allowing the language of others to
speak for Rich, to embody her, at critical narrative or rhetorical moments, and often
without warning, becomes a strategy the poet will finesse over her career (as we will see in
detail in chapter four). The poems become truly polyphonic. They invite the lived
experiences from a cast of characters, and they do so in the words and speech of those
persons.
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This moment triangulates crucial moves in the strategizing of the poet’s radical
voice. In this moment, the poem uses 1) language outside of the speaker to speak for her, 2)
a subversion of traditional formal features in a re-orienting way and 3) radical pronouns to
shift the deictic center of the poem. In this particular quote of Whitman’s, three pronouns
function at significant syntactical junctures. And yet because this line is someone else’s
voice, it must be also be outside of or separate from the persons and the narrative of this
particular poem. The “them” cannot refer to anything that has come before; it must be,
then, a wholly metaphorical, abstract, and constructed group, and one of the reader’s
devising. In this way, the reader’s role is ever-amplified; the reader is not merely tracking a
set of referents, or solving some sort of metaphorical puzzle, but instead active and thus
complicit in the politics of the poem.
After this maneuver, after the deployment of the romantic and complex lyricism of
Whitman, Rich begins the next section, “7/14/68: ii” with the couplet, “Did you think I was
talking about my life? / I was trying to drive a tradition up against the wall” (thirty-three
through thirty-four). The poem winks at the reader, at itself, but also directs. An attempt to
isolate and in turn contain the experience dissolves, finds itself frustrated in the
labyrinthine inter- and intra- personal references. The usage of the word “tradition” by a
poet so conscious of them establishes the political inherently within the poetic. Beyond this
gesture, this section also firmly ushers in a register of war imagery, of burning and fire that
later expands to increasingly violent imagery of death, ghosts, and burnt-out bunkers.
Having already established the traditional romantic and lyrical character of the centuriesold ghazal, Rich extends her scope outward into social issues. The poem activates
increasingly political imagery. Calls to gender, race, and class divisions arise.
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In a telling moment, Rich enjoins LeRoi Jones and Eldridge Cleaver, two black
intellectuals and activists, to sympathize with what appears to be but which is not explicitly
named as the feminist movement: “LeRoi! Eldridge! listen to us, we are ghosts /
condemned to haunt the cities where you want to be at home” (lines eighty-five through
eighty-six). This moment condemns less than it presses. The poem asks for a radical
sympathetic energy and imagination. As Conor Tomás Reed posits in an essay from “What
We Are Part Of”: Teaching at CUNY, 1968-1974” citing these particular lines, “Her work
urge[s] a dialogue with Black male writers whose revolutionary programs may have
contained misogynist contours” (Rich, “What We Are Part Of” 40). Dialogue remains open
and necessary in Rich’s poetics. She urges a re-positioning that aspires for collaboration
rather than opposition in the radical poetics of the Black Arts Movement. Indeed, in the
course mentioned previously, “Images of Women in Poetry by Men,” Rich lists LeRoi Jones’s
work in her syllabus under the heading “BOOKS TO BUY, BEG, BORROW, STEAL, OR READ
STANDING-UP IN THE BOOKSTORE” (“What We Are Part Of” 32).
Criticism without reciprocal listening, it seems, in Rich’s formation, removes
possibilities for genuine understanding. In this sense, the poems retain qualities of the
lyrical while they also demonstrate the importance of the political, with both co-existing,
neither competing for a kind of supremacy of engagement. The aesthetic capacities of the
poems are not dimmed by the political. The sustained, measured thinking of the political
and how it may be activated through and by language elevate the technical as well as the
imaginative qualities of the poems. Her radical aesthetics of association make poetic craft
finally available to the political, and it couches that political frame in terms that are
nuanced, layered, and, importantly, beautiful. To use these strategies of diction, form, voice,
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and tone creates an irreducible argumentation, one fully resisting compartmentalization.
The poem, as it opens up and radiates outward (again, even the cosmic and its relation to
the actual, physical world belongs in an open dialogue: “The tears of the universe aren’t all
stars, Danton; some are satellites of brushed aluminum and stainless steal” in lines twentyfive and twenty-six) speaks increasingly to a history of war that, though certainly
influenced and ‘about’ Vietnam, also exists beyond Vietnam.
Here Rich explicitly refers to Georges Danton, one of the leading figures of the
French Revolution who was guillotined in 1794. In Georg Büchner’s play Danton’s Death,
“The tears are scattered over the sky like shimmering tears; there must be deep sorrow in
the eye from which they trickled” (Granzer 19). In this moment, Rich wryly reminds us
(and Büchner, and Danton) that the sky is not necessarily a metaphor: it exists as itself and
only later becomes that to which a playwright gives imagination. Of course, in a poem
dealing with the psychic effects of the Vietnam war, an allusion to one of the architects of
the French Revolution aims to undercut the somewhat cheeky dismissal precisely because
it is embedded within the literary. The historical is in some degree contemporaneous, and
the relation of violence to the literary is not, I would argue, downplayed, but underlined. In
this way, the temporal distance of the allusion mirrors the psychic distance of the speaker.
In many ways the poem delineates a tradition of war and violence made systemic. Practices
of systemic racial and sexual injustices have a relationship to war that may not be linear or
directly translatable, but which remain absolute, and operate in the material language of
the poem.
If the merging of the political and the beautiful feels unremarkable today, at the time
of this poem’s writing, it was a common critical move to categorize a work as a political
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poem, or a protest poem, and thus position it as some other (debased) genre altogether.
Rich refuses this reduction of political poetry. To quote Rich at some length in Blood, Bread,
and Poetry:
This fear [of a political art] attributes real power to the voices of passion and poetry
which connect us with all that is not simply white chauvinist/male
supremacist/straight/puritanical—with what is “dark,” “effeminate,” “inverted,
“primitive,” “volatile,” “sinister.” Yet we are told that political poetry, for example, is
doomed to grind down into mere rhetoric and jargon, to become one-dimensional,
simplistic, vituperative, that in writing “protest literature”—that is, writing from a
perspective which may not be male, or white, or heterosexual, or middle-class—we
sacrifice the “universal”; that in writing of injustice we are limiting our scope,
“grinding a political axe.” So political poetry is suspected of immense subversive
power, yet accused of being, by definition, bad writing, impotent, lacking in breadth.
No wonder if the North American poet finds herself or himself slightly crazed by
double messages. (179-180)
This is a call to arms, and it is a North American call. “Ghazals: Homage to Ghalib” is a New
York poem, with multiple references to Central Park that locate and re-locate the reader. It
is also a poem that establishes the university and whatever baggage that carries with it, as
a place of new, revolutionary knowledge, or a place capable of perpetuating oppressive
traditions, as front-and-center in the very first line. The poem begins in this sense, but
refuses its binding. The poem condemns historical mistakes of the West (some of which she
strips from their wrongly triumphant historical positioning—i.e., in lines one-hundred-five
to one-hundred-six, “And you, Custer, the Squaw-killer, hero of primitive schoolrooms— /
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where are you buried, what is the condition of your bones?”), while using the language of
its revolutionaries, including Whitman and echoes of Martin Luther King, Jr. in “free at last”
in line ninety-seven. The violence so exalted in American classrooms is evacuated of its
absurd claims to glory.
This insidious celebration of violence permeates, Rich appears to argue, all levels of
American society. If the couplets of the ghazals are complete and autonomous, their
emotional effects portray a continuity of aggressions, a history of violence celebrated, now
coming home to roost. The war at the fringes of the poem possesses a necessary fluidity: it
conjures real, actual war, and also the institutional wars operating as micro-aggressions,
everywhere, every moment, hostile and codified by what Rich once called a “patriarchal
capitalist technocracy” (“What We Are Part Of” 30). The poem, in its expansiveness, looks
to non-Western locations of knowledge. Rich searches for language outside of the language
of the oppressor to locate the North American poet. She writes, “How is it, Ghalib, that your
grief, resurrected in pieces, / has found its way to this room from your dark house in
Delhi?” in lines one-hundred-fifteen through one-hundred-sixteen. Here the move brings
the Eastern into the Western, into a setting the reader knows to be New York, into the
poet’s very domicile, into the domestic, into the room of her own. If the self can and must
move beyond the captivity of the domestic in order to be free, the self must also have the
potential to move the experiences of that which has been “Othered” into the domestic to
liberate herself spiritually. The relationship can reciprocate in a way that does not colonize
either subject.
The final image of the poem is quintessential Rich at her most triumphant. In a work
at once lyrical, forceful, direct, subtle, set in New York, set in the summer of 1968, set in
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Vietnam, set centuries ago, the poem moves into the only place it can and must go: the
body. In the final couplet she writes: “The hairs on your breast curl so lightly as you lie
there, / while the strong heart goes on pounding in its sleep” (lines one-hundred-twentynine through one-hundred-thirty). The pronouns operate here, once again, to create
ambiguous zones of reference. Beyond this, the tone remains lyrical, identifying the
romantic within the intimate, but also the vulnerable: “How frail we are,” starts the
penultimate couplet, in line one-hundred-thirty-five. Magisterially, though, the “heart” of
the last line feels as though it would most likely operate as a metaphor, in the realm of the
imagination, but it does not. It operates at the level of heart. Of body. The hairs curl, the
body lies, and the heart beats in sleep. This is the essence of the/an actual person. The
image that Rich ends with is a body at rest, a body being its most elemental self, in a
moment of pure exposure—of sleep!—in proximity to another body, watching, and, in so
doing, witnessing.
What this chapter finally suggests is that, for Rich, her use of traditional forms did
not and do not remove themselves from the world of the political, but, on the contrary,
actually engage notions of gender, power, authority, embedding these issues in the very
materiality of the language. The shifting between interior and exterior, and the enactment
of displacing the reader through punctuation, diction, or grammar serve as means. They recalibrate readers’ expectations and allow her to participate in experiences that would
normally be outside her frame of reference. In obliterating these boundaries of captivity—
both psychic and physical—Rich opens up the availability of subjectivities in dialogue. As
she reflects on her work, “Even before I called myself a feminist or a lesbian, I felt driven—
for my own sanity—to bring together in my poems the political world ‘out there’—the
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world of children dynamited or napalmed, the urban ghetto and militarist violence, and the
supposedly private, lyrical world of sex and male/female relationships” (BBP 181).
Bringing the “out there” into the poem necessarily opens up the interior world and that
outside world by conjoining them. As Rich notes here, decades before recognition of her
overtly political poetry, the acutely political acts of inverting binaries occurred, as early as
the 1950s. I would argue that this notion of the yoking together of these asymmetric worlds
constitute the undertakings of late(r)-period Rich, from “North American Time” in 1986 to
An Atlas of the Difficult World in 1993 and certainly The School Among the Ruins in 2004. In
this way, these later works do not represent a Rich further pivoting away from her early
subjects, but in fact a movement to see them from the other side, to see them from “out
there” now looking in. Of course, underscoring this is Rich’s foundational belief that the
poem proposes possibilities of action through its use of language. The poem is hardly static;
the location of the poem offers a location of creative and empathetic energies. Rich adds, “I
felt more and more urgently the dynamic between poetry as language and poetry as a kind
of action, probing, burning, stripping, placing itself in dialogue with others out beyond the
individual self” (BBP 181). In a conscious engagement of personhood, gender histories,
sexual histories, racial experiences all become real and become available for
transformation and transcendence. Rich’s re-reading of her work shows us that this
process is simultaneously individual and collective. To look back at oneself in a particular
intellectual or poetic moment is to also look back at the social, cultural, and political
organizations that allowed that moment to exist. The looking-back, then, is not a looking of
nostalgia or shame, but is an active looking, a recursive process. The recovery of the past,
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scars and all, in its true and truly constructed form, allows poetry to treat the occasion of
the poem as the essential and urgent moment it is.
TWO: “stress-marks of anger”
The previous chapter attempted to emphasize the centrality of a particularized
reading to Rich, a “Re-Vision” process that links the writing and reading subjects. This
notion of Rich as a reader—or, particularly, a re-reader, especially of her own work—is a
heuristic through which to understand Rich’s evolving political, poetic, and pedagogical
situations. Rich’s prose, while admired, is still, I would argue, underappreciated as central
to her overall aesthetic and ethic. One of the animating arguments of this manuscript is that
Adrienne Rich’s autobiographical representation (such as it may be conceived) is less
constructed in the volumes of her poetry than in it is in the volumes of prose. It is in her
essays in which we may glean biographical details of her life and, through the occasional
nature of many essays in her collections, maneuver through varied relationships between
speaker and situation. And yet, these essays intentionally don’t constitute a coherent
(auto)biography. They are not narrative. If anything, they re-route easy linearity or
chronology. Rich presents herself in modes of flux and transition. An autobiographical
staging of the self takes place across genres, across decades, performs recursively, and,
even under these conditions, withholds any presentation that may recognizably constitute
an “autobiographical pact,” as Philippe Lejeune would recognize it. These prose works,
instead, present a palimpsestic Rich. This approach allows her to frame herself as a subject
within a larger social and cultural matrix, etched in specific moments of the women’s
liberation movement, a text herself, but never the text.
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Rather than substantially edit her poems—changing famously only pronouns or
verbs that she felt “served as an evasion in the original version”—Rich would often edit the
frames of her essays or her collections, re-writing or re-establishing introductions (Selected
and New, xv).9 The interventions happen apart from the text. Rich would even re-write
introductions for re-issues of her collections of poetry, and these serve as some of her most
declarative statements about her process. The gesture is a revisioning rather than a
revising, and this effort to frame rather than restore, on the one hand, or correct, on the
other, the historical narrative reveals to us a highly particularized personal methodology.
The re-reading typically takes more the form of an essayistic looking-backward than
any intimate, journallike retreat inward. In her prose, Rich’s interventions would often
occur in the front of the text and not the body. She would write introductions to forewords,
or front matter to previously published essays. This material is not apologia, but a separate
issue altogether, something like establishing the location of the poet as actual situation. She
inscribes the speaking subject in time—both then, and now. This gives rise to the ongoing
process of the speaking voice, and it contextualizes the real, actual factors that were being
spoken toward and at. In a 1991 interview that considers her relationship to her prose,
Rich notes:
Well, I first started writing prose about poetry. The first prose I wrote for
publication was some book reviews for Poetry. I reviewed The Collected Poetry of
D.H. Lawrence, some anthologies. That was way back—in the early sixties. And then
I was asked by the Harvard University Press to write the foreword to an edition of

Indeed, Rich mentions in an explication of her own work in “The Genesis of ‘Yom Kippur 1984,”
that she rarely kept notes or even drafts of poems, and thus had no discernible process of the
writing (Gelpi and Gelpi, Adrienne Rich’s Poetry 252) of individual poems.
9
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Anne Bradstreet. But I didn’t think of myself as an essayist, and I didn’t pursue
writing prose on my own, except in journals. I guess it was finally involvement in
politics that got me writing prose more, as a part of life, as a regular part of my
writing. And very often it was because somebody asked me to speak or asked for an
essay. (Gelpi and Gelpi, Adrienne Rich’s Poetry 267)
The bulk of the work that would lead Rich to think of herself as an essayist were collected
in 1979’s On Lies, Secrets, and Silence and 1986’s Blood, Bread, and Poetry. The majority of
the prose in Rich’s first two collections were written while Rich lived on the eastern
seaboard, primarily in New York City, but also intermittently in Massachusetts and
Pennsylvania.10 The occasions of these essays arise from a variety of settings and purposes:
an opening address at the Feminist Studies in Literature Symposium; reviews in The
American Poetry Review and the Boston Review; work from the lesbian-feminist journal
Sinister Wisdom, for which Rich, Michelle Cliff, and Audre Lorde would all at one point serve
as editors; contributions to anthologies such as Nice Jewish Girls: A Lesbian Anthology.
Appreciating the diverse contexts of these writings helps delineate audience and mode of
address. The situation of each text reflects a different discursive community, situated in a
specific time and place. Recognizing that is crucial for us, as readers, just as it is crucial for
Rich, also as a reader, in looking back toward/at the moment of the prose. That the writer
had certain discursive moves or linguistic terms available or unavailable to her marks
points of evolution (or adaptation, or departure) in various activist efforts.

Rich and partner Michelle Cliff would relocate permanently to Santa Cruz, California, in 1984. It is
there she completed the final essays of Blood, Bread, and Poetry.
10
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Elsewhere, in the introduction to Blood, Bread, and Poetry, Rich again traces the
evolution of her prose, noting that her first writing took the shape of reviews and
forewords, and she places this within her political work under a singular umbrella,
commenting, “More recently, I have written less about poems themselves and more about
the social and historical conditions of their making. […] More and more, my question about
poetry has been one I ask in that essay: What happens to the heart of the artist, here in
North America?” (BBP xiii-xiv) The intention is multiple. At times, she navigates a personal
development; at other moments, she may trace particular movements within women’s
liberation, especially that of New York City (and, to some degree, Boston). It is in New York
where Rich began first writing her social-critical prose, and where she began to work
through the labels of her identity/identities—white, middle-class, Jewish, lesbian—
publicly. In New York, Rich’s prose first establishes her as part of the women’s liberation
movement, and then, increasingly as an advocate for Black feminist thinkers, and, later, an
internationally-minded critic of Western hegemonic institutional powers. Her complex
prose manages to illustrate neither the poet entirely, nor the historical situation entirely—
which seems the point. The work locates the speaker at inflection points, and it limns the
various socio-political influences that constituted her discursive community.
In that title essay mentioned in her introduction, Rich attempts to understand that
linkage as far back as the 1950s. This desire had been latent in Rich. She notes that she
began moving away from the idea of the poem as a discrete object, something removed
from the world. The poems represented an ethic, a mentality, a participation in a struggle
that was ongoing. She notes, “It seems to me now that this [dating of the poems was] an
oblique political statement—a rejection of the dominant critical idea that the poem’s text
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should be read as separate from the poet’s everyday life in the world. It was a declaration
that placed poetry in a historical continuity” (BBP 180). This is a complicated move. While
she is saying explicitly that the poem’s text is not separate from the everyday life in the
world, this is not an invitation for purely autobiographical criticism re: the poet’s everyday
life. She isn’t suggesting we project her lived life onto the poems. It rejects more directly a
New Critical methodology, an outmoded literary criticism that aimed to wall off the
context(s) of textual production. Indeed, it is this delicate position, one that insists we read
the material reality of the world as operating in or around the poem, yet still resisting the
impulse to read each “I” speaker as Adrienne Rich in an autobiographical sense, that Rich
would try to manipulate in interviews and essays throughout her career.
“Oblique” in Rich’s above quote stands out—oblique in the sense that the
inscriptions aren’t definitively political, to be sure, but oblique, I’d argue, even to the author
herself. Continually, the poet frames herself as not possessing sufficient language or clarity
at various stages of her life, and she takes care to present what language was available to
her. This self-reassessment establishes a larger ethical project—a mere organization or
chronicling of the poet’s origin-story could hardly be less interesting to her. The recursive
work is part of a concerted feminist methodology of life-writing/life-reading that
challenges our notion of the autobiographical subject and narrativity in general. If Rich
frames certain poets as central to her intellectual development, as we shall explore in this
chapter, her aim is never to do so causally. Rich continually tells us (and herself) how she
mis-read poems or ideas at a given juncture; her re-visioning considers how and why she
mis-read them in the moment, and to consider them, anew, in the present. This work
ruptures both notions of linear, progressive historical progress—radical political evolution
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is never so simple, never so epiphanic—as well as biography—the author can never say, I
met X who gave me Y, and this may be clearly apparent in Z. What this chapter hopes to do,
then, is trace out a horizonal community of fellow writers and thinkers in New York such as
Toni Cade Bambara, June Jordan, and especially Audre Lorde, alongside Rich and consider
ways in which they advanced fields as various as poetry, pedagogy, and non-fiction prose.
These activist-teacher-writers worked together in the SEEK Program of the City University
in New York and became associates (and sometimes rivals) and friends for decades. The
community was mutually reinforcing as well as mutually challenging. If the move of my
first chapter was to suggest an alternative to the sensibility that Rich transformed
seemingly overnight as she moved from form, this chapter, too, pushes back against a
notion that Rich’s feminist readings transformed similarly overnight as she met, in
particular, Black women poets in New York. Instead, our goal is to consider how members
of these horizontal communities influenced one another in ways not linear or locatable, but
through actions and even sometimes antagonisms, and how these sustained partnerships
re-made and re-shaped how these women saw themselves serving as poet-activists. In turn,
the very ways in which these artists presented themselves textually continually evolved
and shifted, often in ways that confronted the political, aesthetic, or normative challenge at
hand.
As Rich mentioned above, the first prose work that she didn’t consider a “review”
was solicited by Harvard University Press for The Works of Anne Bradstreet, edited by
Jeanine Hensley. Previously, Rich had largely written short essays or forewords of
colleagues’ books. This particular essay represents an effort to contextualize subtly radical
choices within Bradstreet’s poems. Rich wrote the essay in 1966 and it was published in
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the Hensley collection in 1967. The version re-printed in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence in
1979 begins with front matter re-examining the initial writing of the piece as well as her
reflections on it a decade later. While Rich doesn’t draw direct comparisons between her
poetry and Bradstreet’s in the original essay, in looking back she notes their shared
conflicts. The expectations of the female poet within the domestic against which Bradstreet
struggled would become clearer to Rich in the years that followed the initial publication.
Rich writes of re-reading her Bradstreet essay:
The tension between creative work and motherhood had occupied a decade of my
life, although it is barely visible in the essay I wrote in 1966. This essay, in fact,
shows the limitations of a point of view which took masculine history at its center
(e.g., the condescending references to “Women’s Archives” on pp. 26 and 29) and
which tried from that perspective to view a woman’s life and work.
Ten years later, lecturing at Douglass College on American women poets, I could
raise questions which were unavailable to me when I wrote the Bradstreet essay:
What did it really mean for women to come to a “new world”; in what sense and to
what extent was it “new” for them? […] To what strategies have women poets
resorted in order to handle dangerous and denigrated female themes and
experiences? […] Where are the stress-marks of anger, the strains of self-division, in
her work? (OLSS 21-22).
This structuring encapsulates the socially-minded re-reading ethos at the heart of Rich’s
prose. Two emblematic things occur: 1) the writer looks objectively at the work, and she
documents its argumentative limitations in a matter-of-fact way (even providing us page
numbers); she neither apologizes for the limitations nor intervenes and corrects them in
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the text, focusing her readers on situating them; and 2) the writer raises the notion of
availability—that is, recognizing that certain modes of discourse and language were legible,
and others were as-yet to be discovered and thus unavailable to the critic. It is also worth
noting,11 I think, that this essay finds Rich reading Anne Bradstreet’s verse to uncover its
personal voice in relation to a Puritan background. The very inquiry of the essay teases out
the strategies and methods of resistance available to Bradstreet given her cultural-historical
conditions. In a study linking Bradstreet, Emily Dickinson, and Rich, Wendy Martin notes,
quite simply that “Bradstreet struggled to write poetry in a society that was hostile to the
imagination” (9). So, in searching for those “stress-marks of anger,” Rich broadens the
stakes of her notion that “Anne Bradstreet was the first nondidactic American poet, the first
to give an embodiment to American nature, the first in whom personal intention appears to
precede Puritan dogma as an impulse to verse” (OLSS 31). This is a close, intimate reading
of a canonical American poet. It is, also, the beginning of a move Rich would undertake
throughout her career. Rich would read American women poets within an intimate
community of feminist poetics by identifying the coded marks and signals of resistance to
patriarchal systems within the work of authors like Emily Dickinson and Elizabeth Bishop.
Key to the notion of “availability” or “unavailability” Rich mentions above is what
categories of language are silenced, and by whom, and what categories of communities
exist, and under what conditions implicit or explicit. “If such questions were unavailable to
me in 1966,” she suggests, “it was partly because of the silence surrounding the lives of

Her searching for suggested moments of resistance within the prosody calls to mind her rereading her first two books of poetry in “When We Dead Awaken” to understand what discourses
the work was participating in and against.
11
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women—not only our creative work, but the very terms on which that work has been
created; and partly for lack of any intellectual community which would take those
questions seriously” (OLSS 22). Rich’s world at this time was that of the domestic, and the
alienation she and others felt would be the material of the so-called Confessional moment,
as will be examined in further detail in chapter four. We cannot speak of a horizontal
community because it was to a large degree absent. While she was, in the early ’60s, living
in the metropolitan area of Boston, part of a cultural scene that included the likes of Robert
Lowell, Anne Sexton, Maxine Kumin, and (sometimes) Sylvia Plath, Rich did not feel any
sense of community, especially with other women poets. Rich describes to Diane
Middlebrook a vague sense of competition, particularly with Sexton, noting that “there was
little support for the idea that another woman poet could be a source of strength or mutual
engagement” (Middlebrook, Anne Sexton 111). Unavailable to Rich, then, was both that
variety of creative work and that intellectual community. Rich-as-critic asks us to consider
in the front matter of that Bradstreet essay not how Rich personally was deficient, but what
circumstances would have been in play in an affluent, middle-class suburban white
community in the late 1960s such that a poet-scholar would feel unable to question her
subject-position.
For Rich, the mode and genre of this looking-back at historical continuities varies
greatly. Sometimes they exist, in the Bradstreet example, as front matter in a critical essay.
Sometimes they exist, as in “Blood, Bread, and Poetry: The Location of the Poet,” quoted
above, as expansive self-interrogations, a re-reading of the poet’s earlier work over
decades. And once, this looking-back exists, kaleidoscopically, as an epistle to a poet
(Arturo Islas) finished only after his death, in which Rich quotes the journals of her
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younger self to address the prompt at hand—in this case, explaining why “poetry and
politics aren’t mutually exclusive” (What Is Found 23). In searching for proof of this, she
writes:
Yet this all brings me to the brink of another problem—how the word “politics”
itself is limited and trivialized. Look at the dictionary definition […T]hese definitions
exclude not only the “private,” domestic sphere, the places where we lie down with
our unsanctioned lovers, but all activity not carried on within existing parties,
previously institutionalized forms—how the whole question of power, of ends, is
left invisible in these definitions. […]

I feel as if I’ve been resisting the limits of these definitions for at least half my life. In
1969, I wrote in a journal:
The movement when a feeling enters a body—
is political. This touch is political.

By which I mean, that politics is the effort to find ways of humanely
dealing with each other—as groups or as individuals—politics being
simply process, the breaking down of barriers of oppression, tradition,
culture, ignorance, fear, self-protectiveness. (24-25) (formatting in
original)
Note that Rich frames this self-questioning within the social-historical as well as an
immersive, interpersonal spectrum. We have an intensely personal artifact, a textual object
that does not engage in any understood autobiographical pact, since it cannot be argued
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that a journal is written with a reader in mind (other than the author). The author filters
this letter-to-self through a letter-to-other, an object that has a reader, but a singular one, a
fixed one. But here the receiver of the letter has passed away, so cannot read it, and thus
the recipient expands from two very real, locatable, intimate channels—self-to-self, self-tofriend—to a fundamentally abstracted one: us. The reader then becomes part of a complex
chain of identification, a new one entirely, and thus must insert herself into the historical
and social realities referenced in the writing. We, then, are not passive; we are asked to
consider, as the poet does, the language available at the time of a given utterance.
The poet-as-activist searches retroactively for those feelings of resistance, those
“stress-marks of anger.” They are subterranean in a fashion, in the journals, in the poems,
in the essays, but they percuss nevertheless: the poet-in-the-now still hears them and seeks
them out. She continues:
But, Arturo, you know that those words, that definition (however incomplete),
didn’t come simply out of one woman’s efforts to live and be human, be sexual, in a
woman’s body. They came as much from a spirit of the times—the late 1960s—that
I absorbed through teaching and activism in an institution where the question of
white Western supremacism was already being talked about, where students were
occupying buildings and teachers either fled the campus or were in constant
meetings and teaching “liberation” classes […] and the writings of my students, I
could feel around me—in the city, in the country at large—the “spontaneity of the
masses” (later I would find the words in Rosa Luxemburg), and this was powerfully
akin to the experience of writing poetry. Politics as expression of the impulse to
create, an expanded sense of what’s “humanly possible”—this, in the late 1960s and
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the early women’s movement, was what we tasted, not just the necessities of
reactive organizing and fighting back. (25-26)
Rich, while identifying a personal resistance that she felt emotionally, even bodily, before
she understood it intellectually, aligns it with factors that allowed it to acquire means of
expression. Rich uses the verb “create” when describing politics and political action, and it’s
a word worth pressing upon. Politics was an animating, liberating force, and it required all
the facets of imagination, hallucination, and empathy that poetry did. As a result, tracing
Rich’s politics as though they were stable, as though they were not part of an ever-evolving
ethic-aesthetic, mis-reads how Rich conceives of them operating. Politics is not handedover to/from an other, nor is it something like an epiphany. It’s a mode of adapting to and
with the world, politics-as-process rather than product. Politics occupied the plane of the
creative, the space that asked for reflection as much as expression. Rich would frame this in
2007 as “commitment.” Re-visiting Shelley, she notes that his oft-quoted line that “poets
are the unacknowledged legislators of the world” is just as equally mis-quoted; for Rich,
poetry is a vehicle through which legislative and political change is made visible and
possible, precisely because it is language through which claims of jurisdiction and
authorization are made. In speaking of Shelley, Rich both clarifies and aligns herself with
his revolutionary-minded claims: “And Shelley was, no mistake, out to change the
legislature of his time. For him there was no contradiction among poetry, political
philosophy, and active confrontation with illegitimate authority” (Poetry and Commitment
6). In “commitment,” we understand that this is a sustained belief in utilizing poetry to
combat wrongful force and forces. Rich’s political evolution must be appreciated as linked
to her evolution of poetics; they operate in tandem.
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The activism at the institution above to which Rich refers represents a complex and
significant part of her life working for the City University of New York. Rich often returns to
this period as an inflection point. Rich (and then shortly thereafter Conrad, and their sons)
had moved from Cambridge to New York in 1966. While Rich initially taught at private
institutions like Swarthmore and Columbia in her first years in New York, in 1968 she was
hired by Mina Shaughnessy to teach in the SEEK (Search for Education, Elevation, and
Knowledge) Program (Rich, “What We Are Part Of” 1). This program was an effort to benefit
and advocate for students who were largely underserved and marginalized in the public
schools of New York. The SEEK Program was signed into law in 1966, and by 1967 had
expanded to other CUNY Senior Colleges. SEEK, which exists to this day, cites its origins as
“a result of the efforts of social activists and progressive politicians whose vision was to
provide access to CUNY for economically disadvantaged students, then largely AfricanAmerican and Puerto Rican, who graduated from high schools that had not prepared them
for the rigors of college” (“CUNY”). As such, the SEEK Program was unique in scope, in goal,
and in construction. This enmeshing of thinkers like Rich, Lorde, Jordan, and Cade Bambara
represents a crucial period for all these writers, in which their poetic, political, and
pedagogical practices all intersected. In this sense, we can see the New York of the 1960s
and 1970s as one of an associative aesthetics, one in which poets were not necessarily
linked through homogeneity of goals, but perhaps in moments of productive difference,
influencing and informing one another through a crosshatched network of interrelations.

In her Foreword to Blood, Bread, and Poetry, Rich gives an expansive but invaluable
gloss of a feminist evolution as she experienced it. It’s personal and political in equal
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measures. “I had been looking for the Women’s Liberation movement since the 1950s. I
came into it in 1970,” Rich says, very near the beginning of her chronology (vii). She details
how the National Women’s Strike for Equality activated a solidarity within her. Gradually,
she learned to seize the labels of “feminism” and “women’s empowerment” as affirmative,
and to identify as “a radical feminist, and soon after—not as a political act but out of
powerful and unmistakable feelings—as a lesbian” (viii). Rich locates 1969 as a critical
moment of her experience, understanding, and appreciation of this radical feminism. Rich
details, too, the parallel movement that was not yet part of her consciousness, but was soon
to be present, noting that “[a]t the same time, Black women were looking critically both at
the Black Liberation movement (male in image and rhetoric) and the Women’s Liberation
movement (white in image and unexamined assumptions). Black women’s organizing as
women under the conditions of racism was at that point invisible to the mainstream media
and to many white feminists” (ix). But here and elsewhere Rich notes that Black women
discovered methods of circulation outside mainstream channels and which, in so doing,
allowed their work to proliferate. Recognizing ways in which they were being
marginalized, Black women possessed unique vantage points of critique. In appreciating
this new mode of circulation, Rich cites her CUNY colleague Toni Cade Bambara in a
lengthy footnote. And, while it is literally a footnote, I think its presentation calls attention
to itself, is worth unpacking. It is, easily, the longest footnote of the piece; Bambara’s
quoted speech is the most room afforded to any other speaker in this framing device. In
fact, Rich cites activist Bernice Reagon within this footnote in a poem of all things, of all
manners of evidence, implicitly suggesting the poem as argumentative fact, as textual
evidence, as well as, in the same passage, suggesting further reading of historian Paula
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Giddings. All this rhetorical work signals that this small moment represents, in fact, a
complex and nuanced historical trajectory. The slipperiness and complexity of this citation
advocates for the materials at hand, but, also, for the comparable process of retrieval
performed in said maneuver. Rich’s footnote, first in her voice, and then quoting Bambara
at length, reads in full:
By 1970, in her preface to an anthology called The Black Woman (New York: Signet),
Toni Cade (Bambara) could write:
Throughout the country in recent years, Black women have been forming workstudy groups, discussion clubs, cooperative nurseries, cooperative businesses,
consumer education groups, women’s workshops on the campuses, women’s
caucuses within existing organizations, Afro-American women’s magazines. From
time to time they have organized seminars on the Role of the Black Woman,
conferences on the Crisis Facing the Black Woman, have provided tapes on the
Attitude of European Mean Toward Black Women, working papers on the Position
of the Black Woman in America; they have begun correspondence with sisters in
Vietnam, Guatemala, Algeria, Ghana. . . . formed alliances on a Third World Women
plank. They are women who have not, it would seem, been duped by the prevailing
notions of “woman” but who have maintained a critical stance.
Bernice Reagon notes that “a majority of the people who were in jail [in the Civil
Rights movement] were women . . . When you look and see who comes to the mass
meetings / It is Black women who are there every night” (Bernice Johnson Reagon,
“My Black Mothers and Sisters or On Beginning a Cultural Autobiography,” Feminist
Studies 8, no. 1 [Spring 1981]: 95). See also Paula Giddings, When and Where I Enter:
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The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America (New York: Morrow, 1984).
(ix)
The movement of Black feminists was not the same movement as Rich’s (at least not
initially). Its story was not hers. But this progression deserves a genealogy, a mapping, one
that traces the materials (and genres) available to the thinkers of these movements and the
forums (academic or non-academic) in which they’d be read and received. If this work
wasn’t yet legible to Rich, it was nevertheless in the process of destabilizing the oppressive
cultural forces that attempted to render it de-legitimate.
To me, the subtly crucial phrase of Rich’s introduction is “could write”—that is, Rich
limns the constraints and opportunities discursively afforded to Bambara. What criticisms
could she make at this time?—and if she couldn’t make certain critiques, what structures
were silencing them? Silence, whether imposed by self, or by powers that be, and the
reinforcing relationship between them, was to be a central concern in the works of Rich
and her colleague Audre Lorde for the rest of their careers. That Bambara was, in her
anthology, searching for a variety of materials outside the mainstream—i.e., in what ways
were authors being decidedly not silent—speaks to the vitality and radicalism of this
collection. Bambara notes that it was the urging of her colleagues and SEEK students that
ultimately compelled her to work on The Black Woman (“Realizing the Dream” 15).
Toni Cade Bambara’s anthology was part of a growing movement that incorporated
multiple texts in multiple genres, moving beyond the academy to recognize new centers of
knowledge. While Bambara may have understood the impetus for the project, the scope
and scale revealed itself only as the project unfolded. As she writes elsewhere in her
introduction to the anthology:
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For the most part, the work grew out of impatience: an impatience with the all too
few and soon defunct Afro-American women’s magazines that were rarely seen
outside of the immediate circle of the staff’s and contributors’ friends. It grew out of
an impatience with the half-hearted go-along attempts of Black women caught up in
the white women’s liberation groups around the country. Especially out of an
impatience with all the “experts” zealously hustling us folks for their doctoral theses
or government appointments. And out of an impatience with the fact that in the
whole bibliography of feminist literature, literature immediately and directly
relevant to us, wouldn’t fill a page. (The Black Woman, 5)
After a list numbering a dozen in which Bambara names all the things attempted in the
book, Bambara notes, finally, “And the list grew and grew. A lifetime’s work, to be sure” (6).
All these materials testify that lived experiences are not just valid, but evidence. They are
texts that do not merely describe but enact a rhetorical function: they are part of a counternarrative, one that troubles fictive versions of history, especially as they pertain to
institutions. If Rich’s 1963 “Snapshots in a Daughter-in-Law” was a pivotal moment for the
poet in using the voices of canonical women’s literature to tell a personal story, it was in
the late 1960s when Rich crucially encounters non-canonical literature that told personal
stories. Poems, non-fiction, and memoir spoken by and speaking to the unacknowledged
labor of the working woman, of mothers, of daughters, constituted the proliferating energy
that would make women’s liberation seem vital and urgent.
Rich will return to this notion of variable materials and multiple sources of critique.
For Rich, these materials necessarily open up the means of reading and the position of
assumed readership. She asks, pointedly, in “Toward a More Feminist Criticism,” “What
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does it mean about the very terms, the structures with which the critic tries to
conceptualize her ideas, when she tries to build an exhaustive theory merely on one
limited, white, heterosexual slice of experience and reading?” (BBP 93) Writing initiates a
reader, and in turn creates a community of readers. As these readers are exposed to more
material in a variety of genres, the possibilities within those generic constructions expand
and grow. In a series of rhetorical questions, Rich takes to task white feminist critics who
may privilege journals “emanating from half a dozen English department” (93). Once again
invoking Bambara (amongst others), Rich writes, “What does it mean about how seriously
the white academic feminist critic reads the work of an Alice Walker, a Barbara Smith, an
Elly Bulkin, a Michele Russell, a Toni Cade Bambara?” (93). Like Toni Cade Bambara,
Barbara Smith edited a groundbreaking anthology (Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology)
that strategically incorporated a variety of non-traditional texts to argue against received
notions of permissible academic discourse.12 Rich’s lifelong partner Michelle Cliff’s essay “If
I Could Write This in Fire, I Would Write This in Fire” criticized perceptions—including her
own youthful perceiving!—of British academic institutional superiority and appeared in
Home Girls. But perhaps Rich’s questions are not rhetorical at all: perhaps they demand
response and accountability.
Rachel Blau du Plessis frames Rich’s instinct of self-revision as integral to
understanding the poet’s use and, in turn, dismantling of historical tropes as they have
operated, and do operate in, contemporary literature. Blau du Plessis describes Rich’s

In fact, in Smith’s introduction, in a section urging white feminists to see racism as a priority issue
within the women’s movement, Smith mentions Rich’s “Disloyal to Civilization,” in a footnote, as
particularly valuable in its efforts to do so. In many ways, the footnotes of these collections provide
mappings-in-miniature of the ways in which separately-operating discursive communities
encountered and incorporated intersectional work.
12
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“cultural criticism” as her “central lyric act, from the critique of language and consciousness
to its necessary extension, the discussion of the individual in history” (123). In considering
how re-evaluative gestures in the poems specifically recast the mythological, Blau du
Plessis notes, “Self-scrutiny is one part of Rich’s generally existential project: the lived
ethics of “transcendence”—Beauvoir’s challenge in The Second Sex that women should
claim choice, liberty, and enterprise, and thereby transform the static polarization of (male)
Self and (female) Other that has structured western ideological ideology” (141). The
gesture here is not wholly or singularly individual-oriented, but an effort to look at the/an
individual’s consciousness within the framework of patriarchal ideological apparatuses. A
poet’s evolution participates in, from, and against these structures.

Rich joined the CUNY faculty in 1968, but it was in the spring of 1969 that student
rebellions began to bring the goals of the urban university to the forefront. Students went
on strike to demand the formation of a school of Third World Studies and insisted that the
demographics of the freshmen class reflected the demographics of New York’s Black and
Puerto Rican populations (Rich, “What We Are Part Of” 55). In 1970, the City College, in
partial response to political pressure, created “Open Admissions,” a policy that secured a
spot at CUNY for every high school graduate within the city. While ostensibly a move
toward inclusion, this move also radically altered the system almost overnight, given that
financial and institutional resources did not grow apace with student enrollment. The
result was that the vital SEEK Program championing alternative learning strategies in the
classrooms of Rich, Lorde, Bambara and Director Mina Shaughnessy was running up
against an administration that was increasingly unwilling to meet the striking students on
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student-terms. As Conor Tomás Reed notes, “The SEEK Program became inundated,
embattled, and under-resourced right at the point when it was providing an exceptional
new model for what politically engaged writing composition in a nurturing, small-scale
environment could look like,” (Rich “What We Are Part Of” 59). These were the conditions
Rich faced as she began, for the first time, to work in academic contexts that forced
consideration of the holistic university.
Rich reflects upon these in a number of essays from the 1970s. Rich is aware of how
her position(s) as a middle-class, white, Jewish lesbian operate(s) differently given the
roles in which she is speaking. She aims to be an ally to her students but knows how her
position of authority functions as an apparatus of the institution. She knows when she may
not speak for the Black feminist community but can (and must) critique the white feminist
academic community. If Rich attempts to conceive of egalitarian intellectual practices, she
must do so by honestly reviewing the racist and sexist practices that undergird Western
academic institutional operation. This process often involved revealing painful truths. Rich
would root these critiques in her past, outlining patterns of privilege she failed to see. But
she would link this personal shortsightedness with systemic failures of the institutions,
often implicating colleagues and fellow activists. In “Teaching Language in Open
Admissions,” originally written in 1972, Rich writes:
Before I started teaching at City College I had known only elitist institutions:
Harvard and Radcliffe as an undergraduate, Swarthmore as a visiting poet, Columbia
as a teacher in a graduate poetry workshop that included some of the best young
poets in the city. I applied for the job at City in 1968 because Robert Cumming had
described the SEEK program to me after Martin Luther King was shot, and my
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motivation was complex. It had to do with white liberal guilt, of course; and a
political decision to use my energies in work with “disadvantaged” (black and
Puerto Rican) students. But it also had to do with a need to involve myself with the
real life of the city, which had arrested me from the first weeks I began living here.
(OLSS 53)
It is important once again to note the format, frame, and tenor of Rich’s self-reflections.
They aren’t clear, easy progressions toward an enlightened thinking, presenting the
original thinker as inferior. They aren’t a defense, either. Throughout her life, Rich searches
for nascent, undeveloped signs of consciousness in her work. Rarely does she argue (save
for a few instances in interviews, in which she believes she’s been mis-read) that an
original text was right or correct in an unassailable way. She admits here that while she
was motivated to do challenging and enriching work, she was nevertheless motivated by a
sense of guilt—a vague, ambiguous sense that, while not intrinsically bad per se, was not
useful for mobilizing action. This is a term Rich would not interrogate until later, until it
revealed itself as a counter-productive sensibility, particularly within the academy.
Of course, once again, this essay also portrays revealing front matter that situate
argumentation. If Rich is to speak to the role of Open Admissions, she cannot do so without
thinking-through the fundamentally and necessarily separate experiences of her Black
colleagues. The following year, in looking-back at this piece, she writes:
I stand to this day behind the major ideas about literature, writing, and teaching that
I expressed in this essay. Several things strike me in rereading it, however. Given the
free rein allowed by the SEEK program […,] it is interesting to me to note the books I
was choosing for classes: Orwell, Wright, LeRoi Jones, Baldwin, Plato’s Republic. It is
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true that few books by black women writers were available […] Ann Petry,
Gwendolyn Brooks, June Jordan, Audre Lorde, I came to know and put on my
reading lists or copied for classes; but the real crescendo of black women’s writing
was yet to come […] It is obvious now, as it was not yet then (except to black
women writers, undoubtedly) that integral to the struggle against racism in the
literary canon there was another, as yet unarticulated struggle, against the sexism of
black and white male editors, anthologists, critics, and publishers. (OLSS 51)
This front matter presents Rich’s early classes at CUNY as plainly bereft of Black women
writers. In her Spring 1969 class, listed on her syllabus simply as “City College SEEK
English course 1.8,” the class is almost entirely dominated by male writers (“What We Are
Part Of” 13-14). Her 1971 class “English 1-H” appears, similarly, oriented toward male
writers (“What We Are Part Of” 23). By 1974, her class “English 13.3: Images of Women in
Poetry By Men” is balanced between men and women writers.
Rich’s mention above of the paucity of Black women’s writing available as a result of
a lack of publication strikes me less as self-defense (though certainly a reader may
disagree), and more an important note about the state of publishing at the time. It echoes
Rich’s insistence at other moments as to the political and social power that Bambara and
others’ genre-defying publications possessed and also challenged. Here Rich places these
inadequacies of the canon in an explicitly pedagogically-oriented context. Elsewhere Jordan
and Lorde, both of whom Rich mentions above, would also write explicitly about the need
for academic institutions to interrogate their racist biases. These teachers saw themselves
as members of an academic community, but also as figures for broader, more progressive
social movements. If it is true that the academy needed to recognize its role in perpetuating
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Western-educational-principles that were implicitly predicated upon racist, sexist, and
heteronormative traditions, it was also true that the poet-activist-teacher needed to find
new and multiple ways of communicating to a/the public. The insider/outsider role of the
academic institution had to be exploded. It had to be critiqued within and without. In this
manner, these poets, precisely because they championed new genres, advocated for littleread or marginalized ‘zines, newspapers, journals, spoke at poetry readings, political
rallies, saw their roles become something akin to a new generation of public-facing
intellectuals, a group of activist-scholars. Cheryl Clarke, in the “After Mecca”: Women Poets
and the Black Arts Movement, refers to Toni Cade Bambara as a “cultural worker,” noting
the significance of including not only “articles, poems, and stories,” but also “essays, papers
from study groups, and other prose pieces by black women from the civil rights, labor,
socialist, and revolutionary movements of the day” (84). These poets considered theaters
of action and critique, and they deployed a variety of rhetorical and discursive strategies to
re-organize ways of thinking about intellectual gatekeepers within the American
intellectual community.

In particular Rich’s friendship first-formed at CUNY with Audre Lorde would be of
tremendous personal and professional significance to both writers. Both would, over the
years, develop new ways of thinking inspired by and sometimes in contradistinction with
the other. Lorde joined the SEEK program in 1969 after serving, in 1968, as writer-inresidence at Tougaloo College, one of the private Historically Black College and Universities
established before the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (“I Teach Myself” 1). Rich and Lorde would
maintain a close friendship that spanned decades. In “A communal poetry,” one of Rich’s
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many essays that traverses her influences over a decades-long looking-back framing
device, she remembers encountering Lorde’s first chapbook, First Cities, published by
fellow activist and poet Diane di Prima, in the City College Bookstore. “Certain poems are
etched on this era in my life,” Rich writes, also noting, “I knew that I had found a
remarkable new poet and that she was also a colleague, someone I might actually talk with”
(What Is Found 168-69). Rich describes this deep, sustaining friendship with an initial
vocabulary of difference rather than sameness. She writes:
Meeting one day on the South Campus of CCNY, we began a conversation that was to
go on for over twenty years, a conversation between two people of vastly different
temperaments and cultural premises, a conversation often balked and jolted by
those differences yet sustained by our common love for poetry and respect for each
others’ work. For most of those twenty-odd years, during fourteen of which she
struggled with cancer, we exchanged drafts of poems, criticizing and encouraging
back and forth, not always taking each others’ advice but listening to it closely. We
also debated, sometimes painfully, the politics we shared and the experiences we
didn’t share. The women’s liberation movement was a different movement for each
of us, but our common passion for its possibilities also held us in dialogue. (What Is
Found 168-9)
The word “painfully” comes up here, and also in a long-form interview between Rich and
Lorde in which the two visibly, publicly, and earnestly work through some difficulties in
their relationship, fundamental to their separate identities and ways of being and being
read in the world. While lifelong friends, the two encountered and dealt with pain
separately, together. Rich and Lorde oriented themselves not toward consensus but toward
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productive places of disagreement—or, if not disagreement, a recognition that certain lived
experiences, given one’s position in America, speak to social-political realities unique to
certain subject-positions. Rich could not speak to the conditions of the Black experience.
Lorde could illustrate how the conditions of white-centered feminism both perpetuated
anti-Black racism and also could be re-conceived as part of an aligned struggle against
patriarchal oppression. While Rich and Lorde didn’t have the language of
“intersectionality,” they would use a language of “simultaneity,” recognizing concurrent
desires to shift intellectual frameworks.
It is essential at this moment to step back and state most forcefully the tension at
the heart of this chapter: it is a mistake to say that Rich became a certain type of feminist
because of a cadre of writers she met; it is a profound mistake to use these Black artists as a
kind of means for Rich—or for my argumentation. This is not an instance of a white writer
learning to overcome her previous guilt, to see and reject the racism intrinsic
to/in/through her upbringing in Baltimore, to moving toward a more evolved practice of
“including” Black women on a syllabus. This is to say: we—and this includes the recursive
Rich—need to recognize how Rich’s racism had been internalized. And we need to
understand that Lorde’s radical importance is one that reinscribes difference and dissensus
as intrinsic to experience, and as potentially constructive. One of Audre Lorde’s central
achievements in the feminist movement was her ability to reframe difference not as
something to be wished way or papered over, but to be interrogated, pain-and-all, to
understand the operating mechanisms of racism and misogyny. Even in 1991, Rich notes
that Lorde had always resisted being turned into “some kind of mascot or token” and was
“very, very aware of it” (Rich and Rothschild, The Progressive 34). Both knew, in their
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increasing roles as public-facing figures, when a ventriloquizing was occurring, and Lorde
knew to refract specifically racist practices back on the dominant group.
It is with Rich and Lorde that we may most clearly see how this complex moment
demanded a multiplicity of identities in a multiplicity of spaces. Famously, Lorde would
refer to herself as “black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet” before poetry readings, as
described in her biography Warrior Poet, by Alexis De Veaux (179). But, as De Veaux
suggests, this self-definition carried political and social risks—both Lorde and Jordan were
aware how Lorde’s public sexual identity denied her the same status and respect in Black
activist circles that Jordan carried (179). It was at a women-owned bookstore on the Upper
West Side on 72nd St. in 1973 where Lorde publicly came out as a lesbian, and for Rich, who
was in attendance, it was a moving experience (139). Rich, too, was in a similar process of
self-definition. “As [Lorde] and Rich individually shaped their public identities as lesbians
over time and their friendship became a matter of public record,” De Veaux notes, adding
that “they were often asked to read together, to appear on the same bill at benefits, speakouts, and conferences, linked as feminists, cultural icons, and poets whose publishing
careers had been long and consistent by then” (139). This, of course, created significant
difficulties for both women. In claiming the terms of their self-identifications, they also
opened themselves to biographical scrutiny. Neither woman, though, would publish a
“conventional” memoir over the course of their lives. They also had to be hyper-sensitive to
their complex responsibilities and expectations as ever-more-visible thinkers. To what
extent were they expected to speak for lesbians? for Black lesbians? for Jewish lesbians? for
feminist poets? To what extent did their poetry communicate these ideas? In the same
manner as their essays? Or their teaching? Because of the complexity of their ever-evolving
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roles within movements both artistic and political, Rich and Lorde would consistently
evolve as public-facing thinkers. And, indeed, even that idea of “public” is certainly not
stable. While the women performed poetry together, spoke at Modern Language
Association conferences together, published in journals and magazines like Sinister Wisdom
and Chrysalis, their sense of publics would not and could not be the same. Lorde would
publish the first version of what would later be called “Sexism: An American Disease in
Blackface” in Black Scholar. She would publish “Eye to Eye: Black Women, Hatred, and
Anger” in Essence magazine. Rich, naturally, could not claim such an authorial position.
However, Rich would publish multiple times in The New York Review of Books in the ’70s.
To be clear, my hedging of terms stems from a recognition that to call these writers “public
intellectuals” per se would be an incorrect use of the phrase, imprecise as it may (always)
be. The majority of their prose-work was published in academic circles. However, to elide
the sense in which their civic activism, and personas, and personally lived experiences,
were inexorably tied to how their poems were received and reviewed and framed by
publications such as The New York Times is to miss, crucially, how the poets understood
their lives as publicly consumed. The poets had to draw and re-draw boundaries as they
were directly or indirectly asked to perform various types of identities.
In 1979, poet Marilyn Hacker, as guest editor of Woman Poet: The East,
commissioned an interview in which Rich would interview Lorde. The sprawling interview
touches on Lorde’s teaching experiences at Tougaloo and as a CUNY instructor, first at
Lehman and then at John Jay. Throughout their careers, the genre of the interview would be
a place where Rich and Lorde might push back against readings of their politics, or their
poems, or their personas. This particular interview, though, strikes a somewhat different

91

tonality altogether. The interview is clearly the product of two intimates talking as
intimates: pointed questions and personal feelings abound. Rich plays, at times, the
“standard” interviewer role, asking broad questions that allow for Lorde’s thoughtful,
expansive remarks. At times, though, Rich corrects, or pushes back, defending herself in a
manner not combative but still suggestive; she, at times, moves from the fringes of the
interview to the center. The two, while discussing previous phone conversations,
demonstrate a closeness as well as profound distance. Lorde mentions how, once, over the
phone, Rich suggested that Lorde’s intuition wasn’t enough: she needed “documentation”
(Lorde, Sister Outsider 103-04). Lorde explains that the need for documentation devalues
her thinking, implying a racial element to that framing—that is, an assumed heightened
position in white communities that permits challenging and thus potentially de-legitimizing
Black autonomy.
Audre: But I’m used to associating a request for documentation as a questioning of
my perceptions, an attempt to devalue what I’m in the process of discovering.
Adrienne: It’s not. Help me to perceive what you perceive. That’s what I’m trying to
say to you.
Audre: But documentation does not help one perceive. At best it only analyzes the
perception. At worst, it provides a screen by which to avoid concentrating on the
core revelation, following it down to how it feels. Again, knowledge and
understanding. They can function in concert, but they don’t replace each other. But
I’m not rejecting your need for documentation.
Adrienne: And, in fact, I feel you’ve been giving it to me, in your poems always, and
most recently in the long prose piece you’ve been writing, and in talks we’ve been
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having. I don’t feel the absence of it now. (104)
In this moment of “documentation,” in which Rich and Lorde wrestle with the
barriers both implicit and explicit that reveal the myth of pure, total understanding, both
poets later use the word “modus” regarding perception, and their efforts to convey their
perceptions. For each author, this perceiving is both methodology and process, part of an
ongoing approach to see and frame the world for their personal understanding, and for
transmission to others. This transmission takes on a multitude of forms. The “long prose
piece” that Rich refers to above is Zami: A New Spelling of My Name, originally published in
1982. It was common for Rich and Lorde to exchange prose-works-in-progress with one
another for feedback and even thoughts on appropriate venues for publication. If I struggle
to find apt generic classifications, and default to the umbrella term “prose,” it is because, at
this time, both writers were experimenting with genre itself, and, in turn, how the
internalization of genre may pre-emptively tilt reception. On the cover, Zami reads: “A
Biomythography by Audre Lorde.” This “biomythography” is a term coined by Lorde and
represents a genre of her own creation: a merging of the autobiographical impulse with the
cultural and historical narrative traditions of her culture(s). As Sidonie Smith and Julia
Watson define it in the Appendix of Reading Autobiography, Lorde’s project “redefines life
writing as a biography of the mythic self,” noting that Lorde discovers or recovers that self
in “imaginatively affiliating with a mythic community of other lesbian women” (Reading
Autobiography 263). In the text, the “facts” of the (auto)biography are not privileged above
the “myths” passed down from the character/figure/representation of the mother. As such,
the text fractures any recognizable notion of the autobiographical genre, intentionally
blurring the lines between history, myth, fact, folkore. Zami itself is a “Carriacou name for
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women who work together as friends and lovers” (Lorde 255; emphasis in original), and it is
this plurality of women and an emphasis on women-oriented networks that constitutes the
final section of this “biomythography.”
Caren Kaplan considers Zami part of a larger corpus of textual productions that she
calls “outlaw genres,” which are those that, in resisting recognizable, internalized notions of
genre, reveal the heterosexist and racist underpinnings of Western life-writing. “Locating
out-law genres,” she argues, “enables deconstruction of the ‘master’ genres, revealing the
power dynamics embedded in literary production, distribution, and reception” (“Resisting
Autobiography” 119). These texts, then, represent an expansive critique—not merely of
genre itself, but of the ideological apparatuses that allow normative notions of genre to
proliferate. They represent confrontations of textual production, reception, and readership.
Indeed, it is not incidental that Lorde encountered such difficulty of distribution for Zami
and The Cancer Journals, two texts that defiantly resisted classification, and thus presented
challenges to marketing and distribution. As Kaplan argues, “These emerging out-law
genres require more collaborative procedures that are more closely attuned to the power
differences among participation in the process of producing the text” (119). The
autobiography, to some degree, becomes a community-oriented activity requiring a
collective re-imagining of the cultural function and place of life-writing. Invoking Adrienne
Rich, Kaplan suggests, “[I]nstead of a discourse of individual authorship, we find a
discourse of situation; a ‘politics of location’” (119). For Kaplan, these collaborative
procedures involve forming new coalitions and allegiances to appreciate and thus navigate
differences in identify-formation, in modes that are transnationally feminist (“Resisting
Autobiography” 130).
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Like Kaplan, Leigh Gilmore also identifies Zami as a pivotal text in helping to
reshape the discourse around/about life-writing, suggesting that Zami “pulls at the
coherence of autobiography, refuses the identity of its name, constructs and claims a
subject position that renders genre and gender codes unintelligible by looking to other
textual forms for self-representation and other geographies for identity” (Gilmore 29). Like
Kaplan, Gilmore also invokes Adrienne Rich to consider Lorde, noting that “Lorde begins
using destabilization and the mobility it produces in the prologue, a half-page italicized
speculation on family, sexuality, and identity, which explores graphically what in Adrienne
Rich’s terms is the ‘geography closest in—the body’” (Gilmore 29). But, again, the radical
moves are not limited to generic or typographical or formal qualities: these qualities are
the instruments that carry out the conceptual re-mapping. For Gilmore, this framework
makes visible and thus fictive “formalist gender logic” by linking “autoeroticism to
autobiography as a way to reposition and rethink the sources of eroticism and biography”
(30). In an effort to write a coming-out narrative, Gilmore suggests, Lorde recognizes she
has no models and thus must invent her own. In staging an encounter between “the law of
gender and genre,” Lorde “brings the genre to crisis, generat[ing] an excess that demands
repression—or interpretation” (Gilmore 31). The stakes of this are nothing less than
political. They ask the reader to confront ways in which the Western model of
autobiography and the discourse surrounding autobiography has been male-oriented and
male-dominated, and they ask, in turn, what political opportunities may be made manifest
when reading communities see the fictiveness of these ideologies. In what ways does a
personal text like Zami necessarily invite the reading community into its story? In what
way is this life-writing collaborative?
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It is my sense, though, that a text such as Zami, which directly confronts inherited,
Western notions of life-writing would not have been possible without the radical
foundation laid by Lorde’s Cancer Journals and Rich’s Of Woman Born in the years prior.
Both works are intensely personal and private. Lorde’s work wrestles with feelings of
sadness and fear, and her difficulties reinscribing those emotions as animating (as she does
elsewhere with anger, for example). Rich’s work takes her own experience as a guide and
acknowledges her sometimes-ambivalence as a mother in an effort to de-mystify the
institution of motherhood as she recognizes it. Both, though, are also explicitly critiques of
a medical system that is patriarchal, heterosexist, and racist. The personal allows them to
recognize the violence of the seemingly apolitical medical establishment. If Lorde’s
introduction is intimate, including multiple tender entries like, on 4/6/80, “Somedays, if
bitterness were a whetstone, I could be sharp as grief” (13; emphasis in original), it is, too, a
confrontation, a rhetorical argument: “But I believe that socially sanctioned prosthesis is
merely another way of keeping women with breast cancer silent and separate from each
other. For instance, what would happen if an army of one-breasted women descended upon
Congress and demanded that of the use of carcinogenic, fat-stored hormones in beef-feed
be outlawed?” (16).
As such, the intimacy of these texts, about, with, and directed toward women was, in
and of itself, a political framing. If the biomytography of Zami challenged generic
conventions in its very articulation, texts like The Cancer Journals (1980) represented
gestures that made the intersection of the private and the political part of their very form.
In the classification of life-writing terminology in Reading and Autobiography, Smith and
Watson place The Cancer Journals under the entry of biomythography. Of The Cancer
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Journals they write that Lorde “exemplifies [this generic mode] by combining journal
entries and analytical essays to reconstitute herself as an empowered Amazon, a onebreasted warrior/survivor of cancer” (Reading Autobiography 263). The categorization
here is intentionally imperfect. Aside from the different discursive modes of the text, The
Cancer Journals wrestles with the inherently private, individual situation of illness placed
within a network of support that is by its nature communal. Knowledge—of illness, of
societal relation to illness, of the gendered body in illness, of the racialized body in illness—
is experienced singularly but shared collectively. “In some way it was as if each of the
people I love most dearly came one by one to my bedside where we made a silent pledge of
strength and sisterhood no less sacred than if it had been pledged in blood rather than
love,” Lorde writes (Cancer Journals 29). She describes her partner Frances’s coat on the
bed, and mentions Rich’s presence and Cliff’s presence at her hospital bed at Beth Israel—
all women mentioned only by their first names. The reader, then, is part of an interpretive
reading community that would know these women. As such the text speaks to a community
of readers that would know how to read the splintered generic mode of The Cancer Journals
and be able to regard the non-autobiography as such. The autobiography has moved
toward a collective act and stands no longer wholly about the delineation of the self, but
rather a linking of community.
Rich, like Lorde, was navigating this space as a quasi-public figure. If Lorde was
critiquing patriarchal representations of illness largely through first-person experience,
Rich was undertaking an expansive project to critique patriarchal representations of
motherhood in Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. David Kalstone
refers to the book as “parts autobiography, history, anthropology” (137), and its multiple
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generic gestures make it hard to classify. At the core of the text, though, the experience of
Rich—as a woman, as a mother, as a daughter—anchors her understanding of motherhood.
It is that very experience that allows her to see the almost mechanized ways in which
motherhood performs as institution in a patriarchal (and capitalist) society. The text is told
through personal anecdote, diary entry, and sociological readings alike.
The Foreword to the 1976 edition of the book encapsulates Rich’s anxiety not so
much of genre, but how generic conventions may dictate how the book is (mis-)read. Rich
willingly offers that the book locates itself, as it must, in her life story and background, as
well as in her varying identities as poet and (ex-)wife. From the beginning, she’s almost
resigned to use terminology she would resist throughout her career, “It seemed to me
impossible from the first to write a book of this kind without being autobiographical,
without often saying “I” (OWB 15). Carefully, she tries to delineate both her position and
approach:
But for a long time, I avoided this journey back into the years of pregnancy, childbearing, and the dependent lives of my children, because it meant going back into
pain and anger that I would have preferred to think of as long since resolved and put
away. I could not begin to think of writing a book on motherhood until I began to
feel strong enough, and unambivalent enough in my love for my children, so that I
could dare return to a ground which seemed to me the most painful,
incomprehensible, and ambiguous I had ever traveled, a ground hedged by taboos,
mined with false-namings.
I did not understand this when I started to write the book (OWB 15).
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Rich is doing three important things, here: 1) willfully obscuring the nature of genre; 2)
framing her process of writing and thinking as necessarily corrective and recursive; and 3)
paradoxically presenting that narratively. As such, we have to disentangle the ways in
which she both shields herself from and exposes herself to criticism. Rich knows the ways
in which this project is necessarily autobiographical, must be, and says as much shortly
after the long quote stated above. She also positions this admission directly against what
she calls “historical research and analysis” that constitute the academic work of the text.
Rich frames this for us as something stemming from a deep personal well, but informed by
history, and serving, largely, as a kind of social criticism.
As with Lorde, Rich recognizes that the shock of the text is not only its outlaw form,
but in its pointing toward a community of women readers who reject patriarchal,
heterosexist mythologies and ideologies about motherhood. Carolyn Heilbrun, in Writing a
Woman’s Life, notes the radical nature of Rich’s writings and the reactionary reception to
them perhaps foreclosed the sustained analysis the book deserved upon release, writing,
“Her honesty in this book, her admission that women might at times hate their children,
might even have murderous thoughts about them, so shocked women who were its first
reviewers that the book was denied much of the publicity and exposure that had, before the
reviews, been offered” (67). One such first reviewer was Helen Vendler, who attacked the
text from a number of angles. While Vendler had championed Rich’s formalist poetry, and
would continue to write about Rich’s evolving feminism within the context of her poetic
craft, her rejection of Of Woman Born was total. She notes, early in her review that “[i]t is
impossible to discuss either the autobiography or the analysis without raising the problem
of partisan writing” (Vendler, Part of Nature 263) (which leads at least this reader to
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wonder how, exactly, partisanship would be a problem in autobiography any more than
simply material). So invested in the classical prosody of Rich’s earlier years is Vendler that
she comes to see Rich’s “convinced” feminist activism as something like a transformation, a
shift so profound that it occludes and overrides the poet’s previous sensibilities. Vendler
writes, “Though Rich is conscious that she has not always interpreted her life as she does
now, her present myth is not offered as provisional; instead, the current interpretation of
events of the past forty years, from childhood to liberation, is offered as the definitive one”
(Part of Nature 263).
This strikes me as a profound misreading. This book is anything but definitive.
Rich’s re-workings, again, strike me not in a typical mode of self-correction, but in that vein
of a palimpsest. The auto-corrective mode of Rich does not make a reading definitive; the
reading is, instead, contingent upon the cultural and intellectual models present for the
writer and the reading audience at the time. The very format and framing of the material
establishes it as provisional. In 1986, Rich wrote an “Introduction” to accompany her
“Foreword” to Of Woman Born. This 1986 Introduction clarifies, contextualizes, and
challenges gestures in the original text and in its initial reception. Rich writes, “Of Woman
Born was both praised and attacked for what was sometimes seen as its odd-fangled
approach: personal testimony mingled with research, and theory derived from both” (OWB
x). And, of course, in typical Rich fashion, she complicates immediately this statement: “But
this approach never seemed odd to me in the writing. What still seems odd is the absentee
author, the writer who lays down speculations, theories, facts, and fantasies without any
personal grounding” (ibid). How a book about motherhood and daughterhood (often
directly hers)—as academic as its research is—could lack personal grounding does not
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seem to be a paradox for Rich. (Indeed, it echoes the ways in which Rich’s Snapshots of a
Daughter-in-Law could be grouped as a Confessionalist text and yet eschew the pronoun
“I.”) The text simultaneously exists as an artifact of its writing, and also at the mercy of a
lived intellectual life that is free to re-read and it revisit it.
Between the initial publication of Of Woman Born in 1976 and its re-publication in
1986, the feminist movement and the academic community had seen the publication of
Zami: An Autobiography of My Name and The Cancer Journals. They had seen how Home
Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology and The Bridge Called My Back provided a path for
intersectional approaches. They had seen The Woman Warrior. They had seen Dictée. The
notion of life-writing in the West had been challenged; the kinds of texts that were
rendered legible as life-writing had been thoroughly exploded. If, in the 1976 Foreword,
the anxious author feels the need to address, from the onset that “[t]his is in some ways a
vulnerable book. I have invaded various professional domains, broken various taboos”
(OWB 16), the writer of 1986 is not nearly so concerned with those argumentative
parameters. This is not to say, though, that it is not argumentation: if the initial Foreword
ran for nine pages, the 1986 Introduction runs three times that length, at twenty-seven
pages. The Introduction suggests that the conservative moment of Reagan was uniquely
hostile to abortion rights, and thus uniquely hostile to the conception of women as
autonomous agents—in the sphere of the body as well as the body-politic. However, what
has shifted, once again, is Rich’s frame: in the 1986 Introduction, the first outside source
that Rich cites is Lorde:
What do we want from each other
after we have told our stories
do we want
to be healed do we want
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mossy quiet stealing over our scars
do we want
the all-powerful unfrightening sister
who will make the pain go away
the past be not so (OWB x)
It is now a poem that authorizes Rich’s discursions. It is Lorde that allows Rich to ask what
it is we truly want when we speak of Women’s Liberation. The anxiety of the
autobiographical has been displaced by the poem, and the role and purpose of the
autobiographical has deepened with and because of it.
I’m interested in the form of these books not because I wish to entertain the
labyrinth that is genre theory, but because I am interested in the ways in which these
women frame their projects. This chapter has been minutely concerned with Introductions,
Forewords, revisions and edits because it is within this consciousness of presentation,
format, and context in which Lorde and Rich are perhaps not given their full scholarly due.
It is no accident that in The Cancer Journals and Of Woman Born, texts which focus
particularly on the actual, real, lived female body, are so discursively complex, so highly
mediated, and bring concerted attention to their formal structures. They are, to a large
degree, manuals of reading. They are efforts to read the body—often both literally, and
metaphorically. With Lorde, how people “read” her decision not to employ a prosthesis
after her mastectomy (and to say nothing of how her doctors “read” her gender and race)
informed their valuation of her as a person. With Rich, she is demonstrating to us how the
body informs experience but does not constitute the end of thought, or even narrative: the
body is the primary conduit to understand a relationship to social institutions.
To be clear, I am not arguing that these books are autobiographies, or even
necessarily within the category of life-writing—if anything, I am arguing that Rich and
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Lorde were both instead interested in dislodging the readerly understanding of
autobiography and life-writing. As noted in the previous chapter, it took Rich until her third
book of poetry to understand fully the implications of the normative reader—white,
male—she inherited from education, and internalized, and had to discard consciously. In
explicitly presenting non-masculine bodies at the center of their institutional critiques,
they are implicitly recasting a Western tradition of life-writing that held men interrogating
the self as its central model, from Augustine’s Confessions to The Autobiography of Benjamin
Franklin. If we cannot call anything in the corpus of Lorde or Rich an autobiography, it is
precisely because that genre was not, in fact, useful to them. Their projects necessarily
linked the self to a community and demanded that the reader map the lived experience
being described to the much larger social, political, cultural critiques. In literally writing
about their bodies, the poets tasked audiences with reading metaphorically their bodies (or
absence thereof) in the broader sphere of writing-about-the-self. An “autobiography” per
se would have no discernible function for Lorde or Rich, representing, as it would, a wholly
singular and thus disconnected self. In re-imagining themselves as part of a collective
critique, Lorde and Rich displaced the autobiography away from them, and in so doing
theoretically recast its generic function.
If Rich’s and Lorde’s prose employs various modes of address and a fluid staging of
selves depending on the rhetorical task at hand, I argue that it is through their writing
about meta-cognition in which we may glimpse the poets as most direct, transparent, and
urgent. In 1980, Lorde would deliver an address at Amherst College that would later be
published as “Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining Difference.” Referencing both
Virginia Woolf and Paolo Freire, Lorde portrays the ways in which an insistence upon
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homogeneity, or a forced unity, is, in practice, an instrument of patriarchal oppression. The
text is simultaneously theoretically-minded and built out of the personal. As we have seen
in a move common in Rich’s work, Lorde makes herself the object of study. This gesture by
its nature sets the condition of the personal as political, and, further, sets the conditions
under which Lorde-as-subject may be approached. But, of course, as with Rich, the essay is
not fully or even mostly personal. The re-visitation of the short-sightedness of the former
self operates as narrative only via prestidigitation: the critique is cultural. The staging of
the self establishes the conditions of language that Lorde and her community have
employed and must re-route. This self-positioning allows Lorde to move fluidly between
herself, her audience of Black and white academics, and societal groupings at-large. As
such, it affords Lorde the opportunity to view a word like “difference” in a number of
contexts, and so she speaks with repeated authority to how it may be received. Difference
once again moves from a degraded position—one to be avoided (at best) or defeated (at
worst) at the expense of experiential truth—to an elevated position of power. It involves
conflict, and disagreement. And, crucially, it involves real work on the part of the
majoritarian subject:
Whenever the need for some pretense of communication arises, those who profit
from our oppression call upon us to share our knowledge with them. In other words,
it is the responsibility to teach the oppressors their mistakes. I am responsible for
education teachers who dismiss my children’s culture in school. Black and Third
World people are expected to educate white people as to our humanity. Women are
expected to educate men. Lesbians and gay men are expected to educate the
heterosexual world. The oppressors maintain their position and evade
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responsibility for their own actions. There is a constant drain of energy which might
be better used in redefining ourselves […] (Sister 114-15)
These truths may have been painful to hear, even within members of her communities—
but, significantly, Lorde’s role is not to provide education in an asymmetrical relationship.
As an increasingly public intellectual figure in overlapping but not fixed capacities, Lorde
needs to recast the terms in which she’s expected to speak for and also to certain groups. It
is not the job of a minoritarian subject to educate the majoritarian subject. Too often this
ask for educating presents itself a benevolent gesture; Lorde reveals it as a mechanism of
eschewing responsibility and, to a large degree, subtly entrenching hierarchical positions.
This is perhaps most key in our understanding of Rich’s relationship to Lorde’s politics: to
read Rich as being educated as if by epiphany by Lorde is to read this as an entrenchment
narrative. Instead, we need to see their interaction as part of an effort to construct
discernible goals and visions for liberation.
As noted above, while the specific language of intersectionality hadn’t been
deployed as yet, Lorde regularly spoke to this framework of allegiance. As she notes with
clarity in “Scratching the Surface: Some Notes on Barriers to Women and Loving,” “Black
and white women fight between ourselves over who is the more oppressed, instead of
seeing those areas in which our causes are the same” (Sister 51). But this isn’t a utopian
ideal, or a utopian statement. Lorde knows that a real, significant impediment is raciallyinflected, immediately noting, in a parenthetical, “Of course, this last separation is
worsened by the intransigent racism that white women too often fail to, or cannot, address
in themselves” (51). These arguments, while perhaps threatening to some white academics,
helpfully recast the internecine arguments frustrating progressive movements. In making
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visible rather than invisible the terms of difference, Lorde creates a dialogic structure. This
process was fundamentally imperfect; it involved reinscribing things like difference, like
anger, of which Lorde wrote, “My fear of anger taught me nothing […] Anger is loaded with
information and energy” (Sister 124; 127). Lorde seized upon ideas—difference—and
emotions—anger—and reformed their function and use within feminist dialogue. As Cheryl
Clarke says in After “Mecca”: Women Poets and the Black Arts Movement, “The [Black Arts]
women cleaved art and activism, creating dangerous binaries and new possibilities” (1).
Lorde worked in the realm of dangerous possibilities. Danger itself became a mechanism of
subversion; dangerous possibilities were a source of power.
If I am emphasizing the dialogic nature of these essays from Lorde and Rich, it is
because they were often quite literally the product of dialogue. Rich’s “Disloyal to
Civilization,” which urges forcefully for white feminists—including herself—to take
seriously their internalized racism, was written with guidance from Lorde. But this
guidance, again, to be clear, wasn’t always easy. As Lorde’s biographer remarks, “Lorde
responded that Rich was glossing over [in an early draft] the history of black and white
women’s relationships, and sentimentalizing them. Though terribly upset and hurt by
Lorde’s comments, Rich took them into consideration” (De Veaux 187). Lorde’s essay “The
Transformation of Silence into Language and Action” was originally delivered at the
Modern Language Association’s “Lesbian and Literature” Panel, in which one of the other
invited speakers was Adrienne Rich (and, too, perhaps it should be noted, Mary Daly, to
whom Lorde would write “An Open Letter to Mary Daly” two years later). Rich had planned
to present “Disloyal to Civilization” at this panel, but, as Rich implicitly notes in her front
matter to the essay in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence, and as De Veaux explicitly notes in her
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biography, Lorde’s “painful” but invaluable criticism re: Rich’s essay forced the poet to
reconsider. Lorde suggested that Rich was “sentimentalizing” the history of relationships
between Black and white women, and while Rich was “terribly upset and hurt by Lorde’s
comments,” Rich resolved to commit to a longer, more thorough, and yes, more painful
essay that would come to serve as the closing text of On Lies, Secrets, and Silence (De Veaux
192).
That sense of honest, open, and sometimes difficult criticism was the bedrock of the
poets’ exchange. To return to the 1979 interview between Rich and Lorde, precisely
because the two share a foundation of respect and support, they are able to interrogate
moments of disagreement between them. There is no pull to be defensive or evasive, but
nor is there are any jump to quick resolution. One moment in particular reveals how the
two perceive the function and importance of fundamental differences between them. The
interaction is not tense per se, but it isn’t safe, either: it is a forum in which the two can
tease out and defend their varying positions. The stakes are high, deceptively so—implicit
in this recollection of a phone call between old friends is the notion that racial bias informs
Rich’s approach toward Lorde’s processing of her experiences.
To quote one section of this interaction at some length:
Audre: […] I’ve never forgotten the impatience in your voice that time on the
telephone, when you said, “It’s not enough to say to me that you intuit it.” Do you
remember? […] I felt a total wipeout of my modus, my way of perceiving and
formulating.
Adrienne: Yes, but it’s not a wipeout of your modus. Because I don’t think my modus
is unintuitive, right? […T] here’s a way in which, trying to translate from your
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experience to mine, I do need to hear chapter and verse from time to time. I’m afraid
of it all slipping away into, “Ah, yes, I understand you.” You remember, that
telephone conversation was in connection with the essay I was writing on feminism
and racism. I was trying to say to you, don’t let this evolve into “You don’t
understand me” or “I can’t understand you” or “Yes, of course we understand each
other because we love each other.” That’s bullshit. So if I ask for documentation, it’s
because I take seriously the spaces between us that difference has created, that
racism has created. […]
Audre: But I’m used to associating a request for documentation as a questioning of
my perceptions, an attempt to devalue what I’m in the process of discovering.
(Lorde, Sister 103-104)
I think in this passage we can see important dynamics operating, both internally for
Rich, and interpersonally for the poets. We see Rich outwardly saying that she struggles to
dissect these disagreements of perception, but we also see her holding on to residue of
resistance. I think this move is what historically opened Rich up to great criticism, from a
number of directions: here is a white feminist unable to see absolutely how a need for
documentation might reveal an institutionally learned gesture to discredit Black thought.
We see, too, a move in which sincerity is inscrutable: how much does Rich understand
Lorde’s resistance, and to what extent does she concede out of friendship rather than that
self-exploration? And yet, I think this move is essential in looking at Rich’s body of work as
a lifelong ethical project, one in which struggle is made visible, and, indeed, failure is made
visible. Neither may be divorced from a progressive education. Lorde, in this interview,
does not play the role of comforting friend, a Black woman working for a white woman’s
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intellectual journey. Whatever Rich’s difficulty in the gulf of their knowledge, Lorde speaks
of it rhetorically as a “deflection.” Precisely because Lorde’s confrontational ethos roots
itself in trust and intimacy, it forces the other into a position of self-reflection and selfnegotiation. As we shall see in a moment, this effort to align difference with trust, dissensus
with respect, created in her classrooms truly dynamic and challenging spaces.
Shortly following that exchange in this interview, Lorde asks Rich:
You know that piece I wrote for The Black Scholar [“Scratching the Surface: Some
Notes on Barriers to Women and Loving”]? The piece was useful, but limited,
because I didn’t ask some essential question. […] I kept reading it over, thinking, this
isn’t quite what it should be. I thought at the time I was holding back because it
would be totally unacceptable in The Black Scholar. That wasn’t it, really. I was
holding back because I had not asked myself the question: “Why is women loving
women so threatening to Black men unless they want to assume the white male
position?” It was a question of how much I could bear, and of not realizing I could
bear more than I thought I could at that time. (106)
In this moment I again see the same rhetorical fluctuation so often found in Rich, that of
auto-correction. She looks at her piece for what remains limited in it, and why. As with Rich
this is complex criticism, asking the author-of-the-moment what sort of intellectual
questions weren’t present. For a moment, Lorde wonders if the forum of publication in The
Black Scholar represented the reason she seemed unable to pose certain questions …
before ultimately looking further inward. This gesture represents a broad, process-minded
inquiry into our rhetorical relationships toward ourselves in/as a community.
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In presenting these essays together, I want to stress the intensely pedagogicallyminded orientation of so many of them. They all explicitly question the academic
institution’s role in racism and the patriarchy, and they also think through strategies that
may liberate those institutions from that perpetuation. It is in these poets’ pedagogical
publications, I argue, where we see the poets most clearly harmonize their personal, lived
activism with their broader theoretical concerns. In casting themselves as case studies
emblematic of larger political issues, often showing themselves in moments of
transformative awareness, the women use their biographies strategically. Their personal
histories provide a framework, but not the core; their experience is evidence for a thesis.
Lorde’s “Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism” begins forcefully with a list of
examples in which white feminists perform acts of unacknowledged racism that threaten
the ostensive purposes of the forums in which they are held. Lorde’s goal, she notes, is to
make this felt, lived, and actual, and not reduce this to a “theoretical discussion” (Sister
124). The stakes of the argument are immediately visceral. In rooting these
microaggressions in her experience, situating herself as subject, the audience must conjure
Lorde—her body, in time. Positioning herself as the subject re-positions a white reader,
necessarily asking her to inhabit this perspective, and to hear the language anew, to feel its
effects. This lecture served as the Keynote Address at the National Women’s Studies
Association Conference at the University of Connecticut.
The other keynote address was what would later be re-titled by Adrienne Rich
“Disobedience and Women’s Studies.” Rich addresses the need for an intersectional
feminism to create a framework that would adequately address the needs of the feminist
movement in academia. It is in pedagogically-minded texts where Rich most vocally takes
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what she sees as the failings of the feminist movement (and herself, to be sure) to task.
These texts present the most heightened and visible argumentative stakes. She writes:
For a long time, particularly in the 1960s, I needed to believe that, though white, I
was not a carrier of racism. If, as a political choice, I was engaged in teaching Asian
and Black and Puerto Rican freshmen instead of white graduate-school poets; if I
joined in the fight for open admissions at the City University; if a kind of nobility and
heroism my spirit craved had become opened to me through King’s “Letter from
Birmingham Jail,” Baldwin’s essays, the letters of George Jackson; if the words of
Frantz Fanon and Malcolm X felt cathartic and cleansing to me, why did those words
also feel accusing and menacing? What in me felt accused or threatened, even while
something else in me felt those words as a life line of sanity? (BBP 82-83)
These are questions that, I think, Rich was unable to ask a decade previous. Her language
evolved, from that earlier feeling of vague guilt to an excavation of what existed behind that
guilt—that is, feeling accused. That re-working of feelings, then, allows her to revisit the
employment of, terms of, and consequences of that language.
Rich uses her personal story to make larger critiques of how that representative
phenomenon, writ-large, threatens the viability and vitality of the women’s liberation
movement, especially within the academy. Acknowledging one’s own missteps in rhetoric
promotes rather than impedes progression. Regarding that said guilt, elsewhere in the
essay she writes, “It seems to me that the word guilt has arisen too often in discussions
such as these” (BBP 82). The discussions such as these are the forums, panels, conferences
that Lorde also addresses: they are the material of the educational-institutional-apparatus
that, without self-reflection and self-critique, will assuredly fail. If Lorde reinscribes the
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emotion of anger as essential to any path of self-realization, Rich interrogates the emotion
of guilt as a counter-productive animating force:
Women of color in their anger are charged with provoking guilt in white women;
white women accuse each other of provoking guilt; it is guilt, endlessly, that is
supposed to stand between white women and disobedience, white women and true
rebellion. I have come to wonder if guilt, with its connotations of being emotionally
overwhelmed and bullied, or paralyzed, is not more a form of defensive resentment
or self-protection than an authentic response to the past and its warts. […] I would
like to ask every white woman who feels that her guilt is being provoked in
discussions of racism to consider what uses she has for this guilt and how it uses
her, and to decide for herself if a guilt-ridden feminism, a guilt-ridden rebellion,
sounds like a viable way of life. (BBP 82)
As De Veaux notes, reactions to the paired keynotes was decidedly unenthusiastic. If
attendees “generally viewed [the keynotes] as necessary,” they also were “demoralized”
(De Veaux 294). A willingness to demoralize represents, perhaps paradoxically, the
rhetorical gift of these poets. Any mis-guided criticism that sees them as overly partisan or
inflexible fails to consider audience and occasion. The poetry of Rich and Lorde may be
celebratory and empowering. But speeches at universities and symposiums and
colloquiums necessitated inward criticism. They were uncomfortable, and painful. But the
poets saw repeatedly from one another that pain, difference, contestation—if rooted in
real, progressive ideals, and based in mutual respect—were powerful engines of
transformation. Rich and Lorde were masters of occasional address.
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“How do you feel writing connected for you with teaching?” Adrienne Rich asks
Audre Lorde in their 1979 interview (Sister 88).
Lorde answers, “I know teaching is a survival technique. It is for me and I think it is
in general; the only way real learning happens.” (88)
Looking through teaching materials assembled by Lost + Found, the CUNY Poetics
Document Initiative, we can see a networking in which these poets drew on one another
(as well as June Jordan and Toni Cade Bambara at CUNY) to design their courses on
composition, creative writing, race, and gender politics. Furthermore, we can see in these
teaching materials a radical pedagogy that would put these authors at the forefront of basic
writing reform. It is my firmly-held belief that these writers have not received credit for
course design that speaks to the burgeoning constructivist movement in composition and
rhetoric studies, and in which we can see, through their teaching materials, a radical revisioning of what writing in the institution may be. These poets address the dynamic,
difficult situation of CUNY, SEEK, and Open Admissions in this time period. The needs of the
students shifted not only how the poets talked about their teaching, but about how they
structured their teaching strategies.
Elsewhere in the interview I have been using extensively, Rich asks Lorde a question
directly about her poetry. Lorde engages it and brings it back to the classroom. It is not a
softball question; this question directly confronts one of Lorde’s most arresting and
controversial moments—both in the poem she is addressing, and subsequently in this
answer she gives Rich. A white policeman had shot a Black child and had been acquitted.
This injustice served as the basis for Lorde’s poem “Power.” To quote the exchange at some
length:
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Adrienne: Speaking of rage and destruction, what do you really by mean by the first
five lines of “Power”?
Audre: “The difference between poetry / and rhetoric / is being/ ready to kill
yourself / instead of your children.” What was I feeling? I was very involved in a
case […] I was driving in the car and heard the news on the radio that the cop had
been acquitted. I was really sickened with fury, and I decided to pull over and just
jot some things down in my notebook to enable me to cross town without an
accident because I felt so sick and so enraged. And I wrote those lines down – I was
just writing, and that poem came out without craft. That’s probably why I was
talking to you about it because I didn’t feel it was really a poem. I was thinking that
the killer had been a student at John Jay and that I might have seen him in the hall,
that I might see him again. What was retribution? What could have been done?
There was one Black woman on the jury. It could have been me. Now I am here
teaching in John Jay College. Do I kill him? What is my effective role? Would I kill her
in the same way – the Black woman on the jury. What kind of strength did she,
would I, have at the point of deciding to take a position . . . (Sister 106-07)
At this time, Lorde was teaching at John Jay College, a senior college within the CUNY
system. Though the opening of the poem seems to engage the hypothetical and abstract, an
element of it too remains quite literal: Lorde taught both poetry and rhetoric. She taught a
number of classes at CUNY in exceedingly varied fields, and, as such, the type of classroom
community she held was context-specific.
Previously, Lorde had been at Lehman, teaching a class primarily for white students
called “Race and the Urban Situation.” Finding the circumstances of the class untenable,
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especially given the context of the 1969 occupation at City College, Lorde requested to
work with Black students once again: “I went to John Jay College and discussed a course
with the dean on racism and the urban situation, and he said, ‘Come teach it.’ I taught two
courses, that one and another one and another course I introduced to the English
Department, which approached remedial writing through creative writing” (Sister 97). It is
important to note for a moment the structure of CUNY. Currently composed of twenty-five
separate institutions, the community is divided between senior colleges and community
colleges. Given that it serves the needs of New York, various colleges are structured
differently and organize themselves around various academic needs. At the time of its
founding, John Jay was the only liberal arts school with a criminal justice focus. It offered a
number of humanities courses, but a significant portion of its student population studied
there with the hope of eventually working within some aspect of criminal justice. “It was
confrontational teaching,” Lorde said (97).
Rich then asks in the interview if John Jay were still then largely a police college, and
Lorde answers affirmatively—also pointing out that after Open Admissions, the class
would be filled with both “Black and white cops, and Black and white kids off the block”
and that—to Rich’s incredulity—the students would be armed (97). This was, to borrow
the term from Mary Louise Pratt, an academic “contact zone,” which Pratt conceives of as
“social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of
highly asymmetrical relations of power” (34). Students of varying backgrounds, ideologies,
and affiliations would be in the same classroom, often with wildly divergent or oppositional
goals, in a situation that couldn’t purport to strive to notions of homogeneity or unity. Thus,
the make-up of the student body created an environment in which some students would
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have likely entered with experiences of being profiled and harassed by police officers
because of racial and socio-economic reasons. Others, though, would have self-selected to
enroll so they could complete a degree to become police officers. And, of course, Lorde, as
instructor, was a Black, female body in front of the classroom. (While Lorde mentions that
she was “uncloseted” at this point, she had never discussed “my own poetry at John Jay, nor
my sexuality.” (Sister 98)
Lorde, then, in writing her poem, hallucinated a scenario in which a potential
student of hers killed a Black child and was not held accountable. Imagined though this
scenario was, it was, at its core, plausible. And while it’s possible to read Lorde’s remarks a
variety of ways—that she could not possibly imagine killing a student, that that could only
be a rhetorical move; or that imagining killing a student represents ethical malpractice of a
high order—I choose to read it very, very directly: “What is my effective role?” Lorde asks
(97). That is, she is here, in this context, as this instructor, in which the tumultuous world of
the late 1960s in America unfolded around her, and she was not in a position to pretend
that the academy is insulated. It was a place of violence, both physical and psychological,
and, as such, teaching needed to appreciate and reflect these realities. CUNY was changing
rapidly, and both student-activists and teacher-activists were at the center. Black and
Puerto Rican students advocating for more autonomy in setting guidelines for SEEK
programs, and more diverse student bodies, and reacting to potentially devastating budget
cuts, went on strike in April 1969. The students would eventually re-dub the campus
“Harlem University” and host teach-ins. The SEEK teachers, limited in their capacity as
employees of the institution, nevertheless supported their students. As Rich writes to her
students, “Whatever happens with regard to the national student strike, and whatever
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effect this has on classes at the College, I consider myself responsible to all my students
until the end of the semester,” providing later her phone number (it was 749-4596, should
you be curious) so that her students may feel free to contact her for guidance (“What We
Are Part Of” 9). Thus, in support and as a response, the teaching and pedagogical
materials—as much as the poetry, as much as the prose—reflect the radical visions of the
SEEK poet-activists.
If these teachers were radical, it came primarily from a place of trust with the
students; confrontations could only come from classrooms in which students’ voices were
seen as legitimate and were respected as such. In her posthumous essay “Poet as Teacher—
Human as Poet—Teacher as Human,” Lorde says, “I am a human being. I am a Black
woman, a poet, a mother, lover, teacher, friend, fat, shy, generous, loyal, crotchety. If I do
not bring all of who I am to whatever I do, then I bring nothing, or nothing of lasting worth,
for I have withheld my essence” (I Am Your Sister 182-83). We are used to mentioning this
in Lorde’s poetry, but it in the teaching where we may see the tangible effects of this
thinking.
Elsewhere in a posthumously published essay, Lorde tries to tease out the stakes of
teaching in relation to poetry. She writes, “Poetry makes something happen, indeed. It
makes you happen. It makes your living happen, whether or not you deal with it. A poet is
by definition a teacher also. If I never teach another class, every poem I create is an attempt
at a piece of truth formed from the images of my experiences, and share[d] with as many
others as can or will hear me” (184). This essay uses much of the language of “Poet as
Teacher—Human as Poet—Teacher as Human” and represents an expansion of Lorde’s
philosophy, an attempt to explain her conception of teaching and poetry not as a series of
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platitudes, but an ethos, a way of being and thinking and acting in the world. “Making real
poems is teaching,” she goes on, adding that “digging good ditches is teaching, survival is
teaching. The only human state I know that is not teaching is sleep, and that is a property
which sleep shares with death” (184). In referring to teaching, the stakes consistently
elevate for Lorde as a person, but also Lorde’s conception of relation and connection. In
teaching materials gathered by Miriam Atkin and Iemanjá Brown, the scholars note how
Lorde’s teaching methods and notes enforce that confrontation: the “observations trace
Lorde’s immersion in a charged exchange of feeling between students, part of her willful
embrace of an intimacy that the space of teaching generally prohibits.” (“I Teach Myself” 6)
This use of “intimacy” strikes me as particularly apt. Confrontation, for Lorde, generated
intimacy—or, at least, the opportunity for intimacy, since these confrontations manifested
themselves through genuine feeling. Those initial feelings of discomfort she would re-route
into zones of potential understanding in her poetry and in her classrooms.
This methodology prefigures now-canonical approaches to power dynamics in
English classrooms by many years. In 1994’s “‘Contact Zones’ and English Studies,” Patricia
Bizzell draws upon Mary Louise Pratt’s definition of the “contact zone” as mentioned above
in order to restructure superannuated conceptions of “English Studies.” Bizzell takes the
integration of writing and reading to a political level. Situating texts as/within contact
zones allows students to bring their lived experiences as social and cultural beings to bear
on the texts, understanding that literary production behaves in an always political
environment. This, in turn, speaks to the fictions of pedagogical approaches that
compartmentalize categories, genres, and fields of literary studies. In Bizzell’s estimation,
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failure to engage and explode received systems of meaning ensures that those faulty
methods remain normative. She argues that:
[s]tudying texts as they respond to contact zone conditions is studying them
rhetorically, studying them as efforts of rhetoric. The historical context provides a
way to focus the rhetorical analysis. Moreover, professional and student writing can
also be seen as contending in contact zones and experimenting with the textual arts
of the contact zone that rhetorical analysis emphasizes. Thus boundaries between
“content” (literature) and its traditional inferior, pedagogy (composition), are
usefully blurred, as are the distinctions between “high” literature and other kinds of
writing, including student writing. (168)
Lorde’s emphasis—and Rich’s, and Jordan’s—on different modes of writing, different
genres, low-stakes and high-stakes, freewriting and re-writing also have become
standardized in the fields of basic writing, as well as composition and rhetoric. The varying
stages of writing further blur the insider/outsider status of “high” and “low” literature. In a
similar fashion, Lorde’s use of creative writing to teach basic writing similarly blurred
“high” and “low” and even the disciplinary distinction between the academic fields. This
elevated her students’ work into the realm of rhetorical and literary analysis, re-imagining
the entire nature of basic or “remedial” writing. Lorde’s emphasis on dialogue in the
classroom—often confrontational dialogue, but performed with respect and trust at its
core—de-centered authority in a way that’s now common practice in English classrooms.
This de-centering permits the conditions for contact zones to occur, since the instructor is
no longer the singular arbiter of authority or experience.
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In a teaching diary of an unspecified year, Lorde documents the interactions of her
students. They serve as only partial transcriptions of what occurred in the classroom, since
it’s not always clear what a student speaks and what remains unspoken, as internal selfquestioning. As such, they reflect a fluid classroom, one without any overly directive
prescriptions, and the documents then, in turn, reflect on why certain performances or
moments worked or crucially did not. From an undated year, Lorde journals:
10/9: J. feels personally affronted by A.’s/another’s attitude
A. has made a statement that has colored J.’s attitude toward him. She has
confronted him with it.
Whats [sic] going here?
There’s no difference Between Black & White –
People are people –
Someone takes each side. (“I Teach Myself” 30)
This particular class deals with the mechanisms of oppression, racism, and difference.
Lorde and the students are all at-risk of having beliefs criticized, rejected, or disregarded.
To operate within this framework, Lorde employs a strategy of role-playing, but does so, I’d
argue, in a deceptively complex way. The class utilizes role-playing, but in a way that
improvises, inviting the possibility for mistake, failure, or surprise. Because the roleplaying seems suggested by Lorde on-the-spot and not pre-determined, there is also the
risk that the switched roles become combative. There’s a possibility that in role-playing, a
student doesn’t first come to a place of understanding, but an impasse. Of course, breaking
through this impasse would and does require an empathetic move, and this is the sort of
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leap that Lorde would continually make in her essays and poetry. In an entry two weeks
later, presumably involving the same students, Lorde notes:
10/23: F. says I not your mother
Suppose she was
what would you say to her

J. too – lets role play.
you help A.
I’ll help F.
Help – I mean feed lines

Situation – Ma – I think
you’re a [illegible] prejudiced attitude toward hippies (“I Teach Myself 31)
This is not only students criticizing students: she invites this. She asks for two students in
confrontation, as seen in the first entry, to help one another and partner off; she invites, in
turn, prejudice that stems from this situation. She does not dismantle the confrontation
between the students but uses it as a theater for action. What she implicitly suggests, then,
is that in this group learning, agreement is not necessarily the goal of the classroom.
Tension may in fact be pedagogically productive.
This notion that homogeneity is not necessarily a goal, and that heterogeneity may
have a place in group-work and group discussion, re-configures the notions of collaborative
learning put forth by Kenneth Bruffee, one of the foundational figures behind peer-tutoring
and writing centers. It would seem that Lorde could be placed under the social
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constructivist pedagogy that organizes most contemporary writing centers, intro-level
composition classes, and basic writing classes. But it also seems that Lorde deviates
somewhat, willing to engage not consensus necessarily, but in fact a productive dissensus,
as John Trimbur would come to re-interpret the practice in “Consensus and Difference in
Collaborative Writing,” in 1989 (Trimbur 610). A classroom that manages disagreement
and dissensus, and aims to contextualize these differences rather than promoting a unified
goal, was an altogether new approach for basic writing classes. But we can trace the origins
of Lorde’s teaching approach to essays like “Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining
Difference.” Lorde’s materials consistently reflect and even advance some of the
foundational thinking and architects of basic writing, from her colleague Mina Shaughnessy
to Mike Rose to Peter Elbow. These theorists would reshape composition fields in the
1960s, ’70s, and ’80s, and in Lorde, Rich, Jordan, and Bambara, we see teachers on the
precipice of this pedagogical sea-change.
Of course, any system of dissensus only works if Lorde earns trust within the
classroom. This type of classroom insists that Lorde see herself as partner in this space.
While she cannot remove herself as authority altogether, she must de- or re- center her
authority as much as possible in the classroom space. This asks, simply, that she, too,
become vulnerable. In her journals, she writes:
Time for feedback
Why do you think I am here
How do you feel about class – are you satisfied – where do you think we are going
Interested in hostility (“I Teach Myself” 28)
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Of this, the line “interested in hostility” strikes me as particularly illustrative—is Lorde
asserting this?; asking this of herself?; of her students?; does it reflect a hostility in the
classroom that surprised and intrigued her? Why does she want to cultivate it? Lorde
actively asks the class what they want out of it, how they might get there, in an openness
that Rich also shares: the needs of the students shape how the class must be built. It cannot
be top-down. As much as this may strike us as obvious today, these pedagogical decisions
operated at a moment in CUNY culture in which students were advocating for autonomy
and political power. The changing political positions of the students in many ways
influenced how teachers needed to see them as agents in the classroom.

Rich, too, was part of this changing intellectual culture, and her teaching materials
likewise reflect an ever-evolving practice. She, like Lorde, needs to be considered in light of
her expansive and radical teaching practices, and at the forefront of many basic writing
methodologies common today. She reflects on some of the difficult questions she had to
negotiate in “Teaching Language in Open Admissions.” She notes that she did not possess a
background in teaching remedial English, and was thus forced into new, dynamic
approaches. She hadn’t anticipated many of the challenges she would face in this kind of
classroom, and they produced questions at the intersections of language and politics. She
asks, “How do you make standard English verb endings available to a dialect-speaker? How
do you teach English prepositional forms to a Spanish-language student? What are the
arguments for and against “Black English”? The English of academic papers and theses? Is
standard English simply a weapon of colonization?” (OLSS 55-56). These questions would
become central to pedagogical debate in basic writing classes in future decades. We still
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debate them: currently this notion of multilingual students is at the forefront of WritingAcross-the-Curriculum or Writing-Across-the-Disciplines today. In what ways do these
questions of “basic” English actually reveal deep-seated questions about the field of English
Studies and its implicit beliefs (and, as Lorde and Rich observe, biases)?
After Rich’s litany of questions in this essay, her writing expands to incorporate
things the students were doing well, were achieving, thereby conceiving of the basic writing
classroom from a place of correction to a place of celebration. In re-positioning writing this
way, Rich re-writes the classroom itself, moving the environment away from a place of
perceived failure or, as the name once suggested, remediation. Previously, students may
have internalized a sense of deficiency being placed in such a classroom, but these teaching
practices resist that narrative. Rich writes:
Many of our students wrote in the vernacular with force and wit; others were
unable to say what they wanted on paper in or out of the vernacular. We were
dealing not simply with dialect and syntax but with the imagery of lives, the anger
and flare of urban youth—how could this be used, strengthened, without the lies of
artificial polish? How does one teach order, coherence, the structure of ideas while
respecting the student’s experience of his or her thinking and perceiving? (OLSS 56)
The thinking in Rich’s piece calls to mind another of the canonical texts of basic writing,
David Bartholomae’s “Inventing the University,” in which he notes that the “student has to
appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized discourse, and he has to do this as
though he were easily and comfortable one with his audience, as though he were a member
of the academy” (Bartholomae 624). Rich and the other SEEK professors saw the
superstructural flaw: their students were not inadequate; in fact, the moves of the academy
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are the things that hadn’t been taught them. What had been denied them was a discursive
rulebook. The students had not learned the performance(s) of highly specialized academic
speech, and so the innovations students did make were ignored by teachers or perhaps
degraded because they did not properly mimic the procedures of the academy. But, of
course, these creative impulses possessed moments of untapped insight and vision. Rich
and Lorde could teach the basics of writing and provide the foundational principles needed
while still validating the students’ imaginative and creative gifts. In this way, the SEEK
teachers came to value students’ experiences and could in turn ask them to perform more
open kinds of writing.
For example, Rich would ask students to imagine and design courses they would like
to take but were not actually offered at City College. She would ask the students how much
agency they felt over the courses they take each semester, or if they were conscious about
that agency or lack thereof. Her classes insisted upon many stages of writing: in-class
freewriting, formal essays, meta-cognitive writing, various modes of drafting. Today the
most commonly used structure for basic writing classes is an emphasis on building
sequential writing prompts via scaffolding (indeed, a reflection on scaffolding components
is required for Writing Intensive certification at Borough of Manhattan Community
College). While making somewhat of a separate point from sequencing, Rich employs a
metaphor very near to literal scaffolding to show students how this works: “A piece of
writing is like a piece of architecture: it has a certain purpose which will dictate its size
(length), foundation structure, style, materials used, and the interrelation of all those
things” (“What We Are Part Of” 12). She suggests, then, six separate drafts for revision, all
undertaking different tasks to unlock the piece bit-by-bit: re-typing the piece, or reading
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aloud to check structure, or reading purposefully for grammar, later again for spelling and
capitalization, and then finally “consciously, not mechanically” (“What We Are Part Of” 13).
In 1972, Donald Murray delivered a paper titled “Teach Writing As A Process Not
Product,” at the convention of the New England Association Teachers of English. He
advocates for moving basic writing away from product-oriented instruction to processoriented instruction, focusing on prewriting and rewriting along with “writing,” and
allowing students to define for themselves subjects, languages, forms, and drafts through
discovery (Murray 4-5). Even the notion that writing itself is a necessary component of
classroom learning—which the poets clearly took as a habitual condition for their classes—
was, at this time, contested, as we can see from the opening of Janet Emig’s 1977’s
argument in College Composition and Communication: “Writing represents a mode of
learning—not merely valuable, not merely special, but unique. That will be my contention
in this paper. The thesis is straightforward” (Emig 7). If this notion of writing as process
and not product seems patently obvious to us now, I would argue that it’s partly because of
contributions from writers like Rich, Lorde, Jordan, and Bambara working on the margins
of introductory writing. These were contested academic claims the poets were making, and
it strikes me as possible that their backgrounds as creative writers were precisely why they
didn’t seem controversial at all. To them, they were a given, in a time when composition
studies did not see them as such.
In “Teaching Language in Open Admissions,” Rich notes that trust is the most
essential quality of writing in the classroom, and then asks, “How to do it?” (OLSS 65) She
means this sincerely, and then posits that no set of strategies and exercises are sufficient, as
each instructor is idiosyncratic. I would agree, but I would also argue that she is selling

126

herself a bit short—she and the other SEEK writers institutionally re-visited the very
function of basic writing so that the notion of trust became built into the very framework.
The SEEK poets, in their uniquely structured hybrid classes, were dismantling two
outmoded practices at once: that of basic writing that treated student-work as deficient,
and the New Criticism of creative writing workshops that saw the text as divorced from
culture and experience. Rich would explicitly criticize this mode of instruction in a talk
given in New York in 1987 about her poem “Yom Kippur 1984):
[…] I don’t want to present the poem as an aesthetic object unrelated to life and
history and social circumstance. When I was an undergraduate in the 1950s, we
were taught the New Criticism. The New Critical approach was to examine the poem
strictly as text, not to entertain anything from the poet’s biography or the historical
or social context of the times. But for many of us who had been trained to read that
way, and who were poets ourselves, it became more and more apparent that you
couldn’t read that way: social and historical context were crucial. (Gelpi and Gelpi,
Adrienne Rich’s Poetry, 253)
If the women’s liberation movement was showing the value of lived experience, elevating
the personal to legitimate kinds of proof, these poets knew, too, that had to happen in the
classroom. The lives of the students and their backgrounds had to be celebrated and made
material for inquiry. Previously, basic writing had not considered that students could share
authority with instructors in a classroom, or that their texts might be re-positioned as
rhetorical objects to study. Neither had New Criticism as practiced in creative workshops
allowed space for the social reality of the world to enter discussion of students’ work. As a
response, the SEEK teachers, as we can see most comprehensively in Lorde and in Rich,
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adopted blended teaching methodologies that reflected more accurately the changing
position of the student-vis-à-vis the institution.

While this chapter has winnowed itself from the sweep of the simultaneity of
feminisms to the materiality of language practices in the SEEK classrooms, it would be an
error on my part not to suggest what is at stake for Rich’s poetry in this discussion. For
Rich, the classroom is a vital space that functions both actually and figuratively—that is, it
represents a place where she may most clearly speak as herself, from her life experiences,
toward a broader social goal without issues of autobiography that affixed themselves to her
earlier poetry. It functions too, though, as a symbol, classroom as crucible for social change
and also theater of oppression. The School Among the Ruins: Poems, 2002-2004, was Rich’s
third-to-last book, released at a time when Rich had long-been working through a
locational-global poetics. If Rich’s relation feminisms has been cast as a shift away from a
mythic global feminism toward a localized feminism, one aware of the “shattering
differences among women” (Friedman 118), as theorized by Susan Stanford Friedman, we
must, I think, conceive of locality as a space conceptual and concrete, as both a product of
cultural and social flows as well as a concrete space in which certain functions are
permitted. In the titular poem of this volume, as an epigraph, Rich writes,
“Beirut.Baghdad.Sarajevo.Bethlehem.Kabul. Not of course here,” (Rich, School 22; italics and sizing
in original). This uncharacteristically glib, even sarcastic, moment threatens to conflate
cities in wildly divergent conflicts into a similar theater of violence. But this theater is
important, I think, is crucial in untangling some of Rich’s later poetics and her relationship
to teaching. “The School Among the Ruins” and The School Among the Ruins, like “North
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American Time” or An Atlas of the Difficult World before them operate simultaneously in a
hyper-localized, immediately lived-in world and a broad, transnational, transtemporal
system of relation, all rooted through locality. In this particular instance, the figure of the
school is not incidental. The poem hinges on how Rich conceives of the/a school.
Told in seven sections, the poem and its setting remain indistinct—it is those five
cities listed above; it is also here, and rooted: at a school. One is tempted to read the school
as metaphor, or pathetic, a universal shorthand for pathos. And I would argue the first
section of the poem invites those projections, characterized by a register that isn’t exactly
pastoral—“Teaching the first lesson and the last / —great falling light of summer will you
last / longer than schooltime?” (lines one through three)—but isn’t non-idealized, either—
“young teachers walking to school // fresh bread and early-open foodstalls” (lines fifteen
through seventeen). It is in section two where the poem turns, when the act of violence that
organizes the poem occurs. Rich writes:
When the whole town flinches
blood on the undersole thickening to glass
Whoever crosses hunched knees bent a contested zone
knows why she does this suicidal thing (lines twenty-four-twenty-seven)
While the cities listed in epigraph perhaps invite recognition of suicide bombings, the poem
is dated 2001, placing it ten years removed from the November 1, 1991 University of Iowa
shooting and only two years removed from the April 20, 1999 Columbine High School
shooting, both of which resulted in suicide. The ambiguity affords all readings. Immediately
following these lines, Rich writes: “School’s now in session day and night / children sleep /
in the classrooms teachers rolled close” (twenty-eight through thirty). To this reader, this
is the stanza on which the effects of this poem rest. It opens with a colloquialism so
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common as to be cliché. In common usage, it means that things are serious, now; the time of
levity is over. And it means that, here, too, since Rich’s particular phrasing of “now” and
“day and night” suggests that this particular situation is finally real and ongoing. But we
must retain the fact that the poem is set in an actual school. So, functioning as common
speech, as colloquialism, it signals too a literal state of affairs: school is in session, always,
because this is where the students are; this is literally where the survivors are.
The third section juxtaposes the lighter register of section one when Rich writes, “A
morning breaks without bread or fresh-poured milk” (line thirty-eight) with the graphic
description of “diarrhea first question of the day / children shivering it’s September /
Second question: where is my mother?” (lines forty through forty-two). The poem operates
in a suspended space in which it is a hypothesized classroom, but also a place of bodily
injury. It is a violent fantasia in which we do not know the rules. This effect is only
amplified in section four, in which the poet writes:
One: I don’t know where your mother
is Two: I don’t know
why they are trying to hurt us
Three: or the latitude and longitude
of their hatred
Four: I don’t know if we
hate them as much I think there’s more toilet paper
in the supply closet I’m going to break it open (lines 43-49).
As I read this stanza, the listing of statements seems less like asserting than a breaking-off
into uncertainty. It is unclear if the numbers refer to singular thoughts, to questions from
one student, to questions from multiple students, to an internalized dialogue. The lack of
punctuation in the poem has created a fluid sense of time, and this, coupled now with a lack
of dialogue markers, creates a fluid sense of speaking and address. This stanza mixes poetic
registers, containing both the abstract—“the latitude and longitude / of their hatred”—and
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the incredibly specific and material—“I think there’s more toilet paper / in the supply
closet.” I read this stanza as the moment of crisis, the moment in which a speaking subject
nears the capacity of dissolution and fragmentation in the face of violence. And yet, in the
next stanza, Rich writes:
Today this is your lesson:
write as clearly as you can
your name home street and number
down on this page
No you can’t go home yet
but you aren’t lost
this is our school (lines 50-56)
This stanza resolves into locality, place: school. The school hovered consistently
around metaphorical collapse, but it returned into an actual place of dialogue. The lesson,
in the narrative of the poem, is immediate and urgent. But the phrasing of “but you aren’t
lost / this is our school,” strikes me as occurring in the narrative of the poem and in Rich’s
larger ethos. The school is a place of the most material things, and it stands, always, as a
place of both assertion and contestation. The school in this poem needs to function in two
spheres, as a hallucination, and as a space in which the threat of violence is met, always,
with the articulation and actualization of the self. The stakes for Rich are always such. The
space of teaching is fraught, under literal and figurative attack. It is, too, a space for
resistance, figurative, and literal.

131

THREE: “even ordinary pronouns”
By the mid-1970s, both John Ashbery and Adrienne Rich had established themselves
at the forefront of American poetry. Both had won the Young Yale Younger Prize, awarded
to each by W.H. Auden, and both Cambridge, Mass.-educated poets had just won the
National Book Award, she for Diving Into the Wreck in 1974 and he for Self-Portrait in a
Convex Mirror in 1976. Both were based primarily in New York. And yet it seems for many
that the two could not be more diametrically opposed. In a ranging introduction to a
chapter on Adrienne Rich, which immediately follows a chapter on John Ashbery, Charles
Altieri positions the poets opposite one another in his 1984 study Self and Sensibility in
Contemporary American Poetry, which surveys the landscape and the discourse of said
landscape of 1960s and 1970s American poetry. He writes:
If some quantitative measure of self-consciousness were the basic norm for poetry,
there would be no question that Ashbery is our most important poet. But my claims
about lucidity do not entail such conclusions. Self-consciousness is a means, not an
end. […T]here are several significant alternatives to Ashbery’s way of positioning
the self-reflective mind […F]or a distinctive imagination, for the power of a style
others can adapt, and for engaging many of the basic problems of our culture, the
most significant alternative to Ashbery is the recent work of Adrienne Rich. (16566)
This reasoning spans such a distance I can’t help but both agree and disagree with it—I
would tweak, in the final assertion, only the word “alternative” to “comparison,” perhaps
negating Altieri’s gambit. Or, if Altieri’s argument insists upon positioning the poets as
alternatives, it is because he identifies them as the late ’70s and early ’80s models most
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“directly confront[ing] the problem of correlating self-consciousness about rhetoricity with
the need to maintain a distinctive and flexible personal presence” (76). In his project, he
positions Ashbery and Rich on separate ends of a discursive self, with Ashbery’s elliptical
and evasive gestures revealing an inner-consciousness, almost a dream logic, and Rich’s
assertions establishing a coherent political identity. Wildly stylistically different, they,
joined, reveal to us something about the presented self writ-large. Might there be a way,
though, in which we consider how these two jointly reveal something about “personal
presence” in a poem not because they are dissimilar, but because they are—at times!—
quite alike? While this chapter recognizes, surely, that John Ashbery and Adrienne Rich
were extraordinarily different poets with different poetic modes and even goals, this
chapter hopes to yoke the poets together to look at the ways in which address and
indeterminacy of referents create similar effects and affects. Both poets utilize an intense
system of mis-, dis-, and re- identifications to present a shifting sense of the speaker, the
addressee, and their relation to one another.
I flatly reject assertions such as “Ashbery is certainly the least autobiographical of
modern poets,” which David Lehman states in The Last Avant-Garde (94). Lehman notes
that he is “familiar with the argument that Ashbery is politically radical on the deep
syntactical level—the level of form, which precedes content,” which he shortly dismisses
(311). Or, if it may be granted that Ashbery is linguistically political, it does not translate
into recognizable political critique, in Lehman’s schema. Even when recognizing political
dimensions, he qualifies them. In reference to Ashbery’s “The One Thing That Can Save
America,” he concedes that this “is a prophetic poem—and, in some attenuated sense, a
political one. But it is far from political in the sense intended by poets such as Bertolt
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Brecht and Adrienne Rich who believe that poetry should protest injustice” (311). Yet again
Rich and Ashbery are placed in separate ends of a spectrum. Joining them together, in
Lehman’s frame, seems almost an absurdity. In what ways, though, are Rich and Ashbery
more appositional than oppositional? If the common framework is that Ashbery’s politics
happen solely on a linguistic level, and that Rich’s partisan politics are the very content of
her poems, what might we gain if we invert that framework? In what ways do Ashbery’s
lexical subversions reveal a complex political positioning, and in what ways do Rich’s
radical politics reveal themselves in and through the linguistic?

In the chapter “Her Cargo: Adrienne Rich and the Common Language” in Writing
Like a Woman, Alicia Ostriker takes as a launching point (as, indeed, does chapter one of my
project) Rich’s notions of self-identification in “When We Dead Awaken.” In this 1972 essay
Rich deals with the legacies of her early education and re-reads her earlier poems,
searching for what they were then unable to say. For Rich, this is an issue both conceptual
and political: what was it that led women to think the universal subject was masculine?
And how might we go about breaking that thinking? Rich’s effort to dismantle this line of
assumption, it seems to me, is rooted very much in the materiality of language, in the
grammatical. In the original essay that Ostriker will undertake, Rich first states:
In the late fifties I was able to write, for the first time, directly about experiencing
myself as a woman. […] I began to feel that my fragments and scraps had a common
consciousness and a common theme, one which I would have been very unwilling to
put on paper at an earlier time because I had been taught that power should be
“universal,” which meant, of course, nonfemale. Until then I had tried very much not
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to identify myself as a female poet. Over two years I wrote a ten-part poem called
“Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” (1958-1960), in a longer looser mode than I’d
ever trusted myself with before. It was an extraordinary relief to write that poem. It
strikes me now as too literary, too dependent on allusion; I hadn’t found the courage
yet to do without authorities, or even to use the pronoun “I”—the woman in the
poem is always “she.” (“When” 44-45)
Ostriker uses Rich’s essay as a guide in performing her reading of that long poem. Ostriker
works through the multi-sectioned poem, noting that the speaker breaks away from
canonical male figures like Diderot, Cicero, Shakespeare, and increasingly employs a
polyphony of female voices such as Dickinson, Beauvoir, Wollstonecraft, to conjure
together a voice both patchwork and prophetic, imagining, ultimately a new woman-voice
dawning. This cleaving together of feminine voices, in both the sense of cutting oneself
from and joining oneself to, allows the poet to break through into orality, to make herself
heard and seen. “Writing as a woman who can only trust the inner voice,” Ostriker says,
“[Rich] explores the experience of an ‘I’ which is increasingly the ‘we’ of female
consciousness” (Writing 108). For Rich, here and elsewhere, the activation of the speaking
“I” constitutes intellectual labor, is a product of histor(icit)y, literature, science. To become
both an “I” that self-identifies as such, and one that may distinguish a “we,” is neither innate
or a given, but necessarily a process-driven evolution.
No large-scale study of Rich’s work is complete, I believe, without this thinking of an
“I” and “we” on global, conceptual levels but neither is it sufficient without moment-tomoment recognition of pronominal referentiality on local levels. Even Ostriker, with whom
I agree on much, and who no doubt considers Rich one of the most influential post-war
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poets, reveals a telling mis-step when she writes that a “dismaying aspect of Rich’s work to
me is her partisanship. Explicitly or implicitly, since Snapshots, Rich’s position has
depended on the idea of an enemy. Her ‘I’ affirms by excluding, her communal ‘we’ implies
a hostile ‘they.’ Of course ‘we’ know who ‘they’ are.” (Ostriker, Writing 117) But, do we?
Always?
This notion suggests, I think, either a fixity of locatable association with the
speaking subject, or locatable antagonism against the speaking subject, for those divisions
to be so clear. It suggests, to a large degree, that the reader knows the political boundary
lines before the poem is read. It also assumes that the system of referentiality upon which
pronouns refer is always legible. That assumption, though, operates by insisting that the
poem itself does not work upon a system of encoded or contradicting matrices of meaning
which render the pronominal referent intentionally indeterminate. Pronouns are not
syncategoremic: unlike words such as of and and, pronouns have meaning standing by
themselves. However, pronouns are not wholly categoremic, either. If words such as tree
and dog produce readily-understood meaning by themselves, pronouns do not necessarily
operate in the same way. Pronouns straddle the division between categoremic and
syncatgoremic words and as such force a deliberate and concerted effort to unpack systems
of relation and organization in poetry. They need context to have any sort of semantic
value. In this way, pronouns may be intentionally indistinct, or they point to a concept
understood and read as outside the syntactical frame, or encode themselves separately
altogether.
But if Rich works toward an “I,” an ability to form and then say an “I” (and later to
recognize the “difficulty” of doing so), Rich in no way presents this as stable. Rich presents
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pronouns as engines of awareness, evolution, and change: identification of and then
utterance of a group is always couched within a system of liminality. The ability to
delineate a group identity in a particular moment, and then separate from that group,
reveals that, for the poet, subjecthood and positionhood within ideologies only seem(ed)
fixed, but instead are/were permeable.
We may cite a litany of examples that serve not as repetition, but echoes.
In “Split at the Root” in (1982), Rich uses the pronominal formation to plumb her
Jewish identity, and, implicitly, its relationship to violence:
[…] I was reading accounts of the [WWII] camps in magazines and newspapers;
what I remember were the films [of the Allied liberation of the Nazi concentration
camps] and having questions that I could not even phrase, such as Are those men and
women “them” or “us”?
To be able to ask even the child’s astonished question Why do they hate us so? means
knowing how to say “we.” (BBP 107)
What may seem an innate grammatical maneuver is, for Rich, a complexly encoded
intellectual and social maneuver both learned and, later, unlearned. Significantly, she is
telling us that the sense of affiliation encapsulated in the pronoun is neither innate nor
inevitable. So much of Rich’s explicit address of pronouns are framed in her prose around
moments of learning.
In an essay written in the ’90s, this rhetorical questioning takes on literally a cosmic
dimension:
The first American woman astronaut is interviewed by the liberal-feminist editor of
a mass-circulation women’s magazine. […] She speaks of the future of space, the
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potential uses of space colonies by private industry, especially for producing
materials which can be advantageously processed under conditions of
weightlessness. […] Neither of these two spirited women speak of alliances between
the military and the “private” sector of the North American economy. Nor do they
speak of Depo-Provera, Valium, Librium, napalm, dioxin. When big companies decide
that it’s now to their advantage to put a lot of their money into production of
materials in space . . . we’ll really get the funding that we need, says the astronaut. No
mention of who “we” are and what “we” need funding for; no questions about the
poisoning and impoverishment of women here on earth or of the earth itself.
Women, too, may leave the earth behind. (BBP 222; emphasis in original)
A reader of this project would and must recognize that a “we” for Rich is not simply
womanhood. A “we,” here, even in a literal cosmic feminine is not a “we” if it participates in
the capitalist military-industrial-(pharmacological!)-complex. To read a “we” uncritically
as, simply, woman, static, unmoving, renders a poem incapable of change or transformation
it is. To read a “we” as always woman, prescribed, set, fails to interrogate which aspects of a
feminist-minded discourse are truly geared toward liberation, and which aspects have
elements that may be heterosexist, or classist.
The above passage is from “Notes Toward a Politics of Location,” in which Rich’s
questioning of pronouns and possible identities takes on a nearly kaleidoscopic dimension.
She frames this process of coming to an “I” and appreciating all that entails quite directly
and visibly as a difficult and unstable process. Re: political affiliations, Rich writes:
The difficulty of saying I—a phrase from the East German novelist Christa Wolf. But
once having said it, as we realize the necessity to go further, isn’t there a difficulty of
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saying “we”? You cannot speak for me. I cannot speak for us. Two thoughts: there is
no liberation that only knows how to say “I”; there is no collective movement that
speaks for each of us all the way through.
And so even ordinary pronouns become a political problem. (BBP 234; emphasis in
original)
And yet Rich recognizes that these assertions must be made, in terms of praxis and politics.
It is difficult to recognize a collective “we,” but we must form one, however vaguely,
imperfectly, and sometimes even retroactively. Later, in the same essay, she writes:
But even as we shrugged away Marx along with the academic Marxists and the
sectarian Left, some of us, calling ourselves radical feminists, never meant anything
less by women’s liberation than the creation of a society without domination; we
never meant less than the making new of all relationships. The problem was that we
did not know whom we meant when we said “we.” (217)
The sequential nature of identification Rich shows consistently as being taken for granted
largely because it is natural to do so, human. But she takes care, in her recursive way, to
show us what ideologies allow her to form new associations, and how they also reveal the
previous and perhaps invisible ones. Thus, in taking herself as subject, she is again not
merely giving an autobiographical account, but using herself as a site of critical inquiry.
How do we come to our political identities, and at what stage do we become conscious of
this as process?
Finally, to close the essay, in an effort to contextualize the need for a broader,
deeper, and also more specific feminism, she writes:

139

And if we read Audre Lorde or Gloria Joseph or Barbara Smith, do we understand
that the intellectual roots of this feminist theory are not white liberalism or white
Euro-American feminism, but the analyses of Afro-American experience articulated
by Sojourner Truth, W.E.B. Du Bois, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, C. L. R. James, Malcolm X,
Lorraine Hansberry, Fannie Lou Hamer, among others? [...]
Once again: Who is we?
This is the end of these notes, but it is not an ending. (231; emphasis in original)
It is worth noting the form of this, as an only-quasi-rhetorical question. We are allowed to
ask! The “we” invites—a question asking for the very conditions of its asking. But the key,
here, is that Rich isn’t being conceptual. Or, not merely. She’s being literal. She considers
this on the level of relationality in reading. In “Someone is writing a poem” she says:
I can’t write a poem that transcends my own limits, though poetry has often pushed
me beyond old horizons, and writing a poem has shown me how far out a part of me
was walking beyond the rest. I can expect a reader to feel my limits as I cannot, in
terms of her or his own landscape, to ask: But what has this to do with me? Do I exist
in this poem? And this I not a simple or naïve question. We go to poetry because we
believe it has something to do with us. We also go to poetry to receive the
experience of the not me, enter a field of vision we could not otherwise apprehend.
(What Is Found 86; emphasis in original)
Limitations in this context are productive. The poem is not and can never be
universal. It is not a utopian object. These limitations, though, invite and indeed necessitate
the input of others, including, crucially, a reader. Rich never loses the thread of the outside
reader. The reader collaborates in the poem, and that the reader fundamentally has

140

different perspectives and experiences is not an obstacle to meaning, but the very engine of
meaning-making. Rich continues:
Someone writing a poem believes in a reader, in readers, of that poem. The “who” of
that reader quivers like a jellyfish. Self-reference is always possible: that my “I” is a
universal “we,” that the reader is my clone. […]
But most often someone writing a poem believes in, depends on, a delicate, vibrating
range of difference, that an “I” can become a “we” without extinguishing others, that
a partly common language exists to which strangers can bring their own heartbeat,
memories, images. A language that itself has learned from the heartbeat, memories,
images of strangers. (What Is Found 86)
Rich invests herself in the exchange between author and reader. In her language here, we
see Rich merging the application of pronouns with the sensory, with the language of the
body. Often she joins a refracting “I”/“you”/“we” to a heart, to a chest, to an eye, to a body
on a bed, or in a home. To call upon the experiences of the reader creates intimacy. The
reader is not excluded by not being a narrative “you”; instead, the reader brings her own
heartbeat to the poem, and thus forms an entirely new you-unit within the poem.
These affiliations have an explicitly political dimension, too. Rich repeatedly tells us
how for much of her youth the “universal” in poetry defaulted to a white, male reader. Her
work would continually break through that default mode. The normative addressee must
be dismantled. For as invested as Rich was in re-vision, this never quite took the form of
revision. She left her poems largely unedited as she collected. In her introduction to Poems:
Selected and New, 1950-1974, she explains her motivations, saying, “I have not tried to
remake the woman of twenty, or thirty, in the light of the woman of forty-five, or to revise
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my earlier experience and craft because I would see, and articulate, differently today” (PSN
xv). Her changes, she tells us, are limited to verb or pronouns when she felt they “had
served as an evasion in the original version” (xv). This move is minor only in the sense of
typography: these corrections produce major textual implications. As Carol Muske-Dukes
notes, re: the changing of pronouns in Rich’s “The Tourist in the town”: “An act as small, yet
symbolic, as altering the pronouns in a poem restored it to that ‘other universality,’ the
unrecognized referent: She. A She who was also an ‘I.’ The self in women’s poetry, by that
altered pronoun, had become immediate and historical” (Muske-Dukes 286). The pronoun
restores not merely a speaking subject, but a historical subject, and the reader’s
relationship to and place within that relationship.
It strikes me as consequential, then, that so often Rich’s pronominal complexity is
alluded to, but paraphrased. Critics read her moments of pronominal assertion as though
their referents are stable, when I would argue they are often anything but. Even efforts to
read Rich on the local level sometimes make the mistake of reading these referents as
somehow divorced from line breaks, verb tense, metaphor, as somehow outside the other
elements of craft that alter the interior landscape of the poem. In The Music of What
Happens, Helen Vendler states, plainly, “Because Adrienne Rich’s poetry is so decisively
social and psychological, and so forthright in its manner, it is tempting to review its
arguments rather than its poetic character” (368). As a response, her chapter looks at
Rich’s “voice” through the workings of the poems. In a critique of A Wild Patience Has Taken
Me This Far, in which Vendler argues that “the moral will is given a dominating role that
squeezes the lifeblood out of the imagination,” Vendler turns her attention to the poem
“Mother-in-Law” (Music 379). This poem operates ostensibly as a dialogue between an “I”
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speaker and the titular “Mother-in-Law,” but as the poem develops, it is clear the form is
more complex than initially presented. This is the section that Vendler quotes in her book:
Tell me something
you say
Not: What are you working on now, is there anyone special,
how is the job
do you mind coming back to an empty house
what do you do on Sundays (Rich qtd. in Vendler’s Music 380).
And while these pronouns I would argue are locatable in the sense we understand and
track their references, to elide the ways in which they employ a type of contextual and
interdependent reading-work is to misrepresent the rest of the poem. The form of the
poem does not operate in the same manner as it develops. Initially, we read Tell me
something as coming from the mother-in-law; we inhabit her perspective from the first line
of the poem. The italicization tells us to read as her, as an other, and the lack of quotation
marks and conventional syntactical and grammatical marks are keys as to when the poem
switches perspectives. We have to regard spaces throughout this poem in which certain
things are said and others remain explicitly unsaid. The clarifying “you say” is itself
suspended, jarring, and the “anyone” of the next line seems almost accusatory in its openendedness. The clustering of clauses plays out in rapid fashion, the product of a mind
racing as to what kinds of answers are permitted and considered legitimate in response to
free-floating interrogative and indefinite words “what” and “anyone.”
But the rest of the stanza is revealing precisely because it splits its methods of
address. Rich writes:
Tell me something . . .

Some secret
we both know and have never spoken?
Some sentence that could flood with light
your life, mine?
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Tell me what daughters tell their mothers
everywhere in the world, and I and only I
even have to ask . . .
Tell me something.
Lately, I hear it: Tell me something true,
daughter-in-law, before we part,
tell me something true before I do. (Collected Poems 545)
Here the Tell me something is not necessarily recognizable as a line spoken aloud to an
other. It seems plausible that it’s a hypothetical, an imagined speaking in a forum in which
the politics of interaction are altogether different, possibly impossible. It is equally
plausible it is spoken to the self, an internalized conversation. Vendler writes, in her
criticism that “[a] poet who could conceive a topic other than autobiographically might
have written the poem imagining herself as mother-in-law one day, when some daughterin-law would find no easy way to address her inaccessible poet-mother-in-law, and vice
versa” (Music 380). Is that not what is happening, though? If Tell me something was
recognizably external in lines one and two, its repetition the second time is surely not as
clear. Its repetition the third and fourth times seem an attempt at a dialogue, a
confrontation that while oppositional is perhaps not so clearly antagonistic. It exists in a
suspended place between hypothetical possibility and a tragic implausibility. The fifth
utterance, though, outside the italics, clearly signals a shift inward, and a moment in which
the initial addressee and the speaker of the poem attempts to inhabit the mother’s point-ofview—or, at least position, since the “something” remains unsettled, and neither woman do
or can know what the “something” is just yet. And so the fluctuating of position and
situation becomes the movement of the poem, becomes its machination. In other words, the
first stanza of this poem can only be understood as a refracting of speaking-listening
positioning, and the attendant consequences of what changes—intellectually, emotionally,
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spiritually—when that position moves from the real world into an interior world. The
disconnect between the subtle aggression of the moment-in-the-present and the quasiutopian unification (and the recognition of its unattainability) constitutes the tension of the
poem.
To read the positioning, then, as immovable, is to read the political fault lines drawn,
and foreclosing any possibility of movement or development within the text. As Vendler
seems to conclude in her reading of this poem: “This sort of propaganda poetry generates a
counterproductive aesthetic result: the reader, comically enough, becomes an instant
partisan of policemen and mothers-in-law. It is for the sake of Rich’s own good intentions
[…] that I wish she would consider more closely her aesthetic means (Music 380).” It is
propaganda perhaps if we assume stability, but to do so ignores the aesthetic means within
the poem.
This kind of language is common in criticisms of Rich. Perhaps because Rich’s
oeuvre was quasi-autobiographical, critics feel comfortable labeling moves within a realm
of partisanship—or, more pressingly, their sense of a maturation. Elsewhere Vendler
writes, “Twelve years have passed [since The Will to Change], and Rich’s perceptions have
become more rash and violent” (Music 383). In discussing “Hunger” and “North American
Time,” Terrence Des Pres writes:
One of the more successful illusions of high culture has been the usage of the
humanistic “we” in reference, supposedly, to all of us or “man” in general. But this
“we” has always been the property of an educated elite, male, white, and
Eurocentric. Rich escapes this illusion by relying on the forms of “you.” If “you”
refers to a man the rhetorical slant of the poem might be to blame or curse. If “you”
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refers to a woman the poem will be informed, most of the time, by praise and
blessing. But all times, in her mature poetry, Rich speaks in her own voice. (206;
emphasis mine)
Now, a number of qualifications need to be made. Surely each reviewer reads and argues
their own understanding of Rich’s work, and, too, in some implicit way, a preference, but
that notion works through and with subjective collective mediation. (And surely we don’t
consider every Rich poem a masterwork, because that subjectivity is also not helpful.) But
the ease with which reviewers may make these moves suggests, to me, a relation to the
biographical period of Rich’s life that denies the poems’ status as creative, dynamic objects.
And, as a result, volumes of poetry receive labels and categories and thus are primed
for dismissal or compartmentalization because of the perceived political agendas they
inhabit. But this is not the fullest reading of the poems. The poems work!; they insist! To
put it directly: we lose the poems when we perform a reading based on this sense of
narrative progression or regression. We can see through Rich the stakes of moving through
political projection into form and craft.
In discussing “Diving Into the Wreck,” Cary Nelson writes:
[Rich’s] better poems always exact a certain price from anyone willing to
participate in their vision. The kind of political awareness she advocates may cost
a loss of personal freedom. The voyage into new territory may require us to adopt a
generalized, mythic identity. The reader who accepts her vision uncritically has
probably repressed the real anxieties accompanying self-recognition and personal
change. […] We all have more varied sexual impulses than we can act on, but will
Rich’s romanticized androgynous figure, “whose drowned face sleeps with open

146

eyes,” help bring them any close to realization? While that is not a criterion one
would ordinally apply to all poetry, it is relevant in Rich’s case. (155; emphasis
mine)
What does it mean to use terminology like “better” or “mature” as though the phrases are
either a) recognizable or b) shared? And, why is this criterion applicable to Rich, and not
others? Nelson seems to consider “Diving into the Wreck” less successful than “Shooting
Script,” which he mentions elsewhere. The argument seems to be that the complexities of
“Diving into the Wreck” are flattened in an effort to conjure an “androgynous” mythic figure
at the end of the poem. But in what ways is that reading itself a flattening of the innerworkings of the poem? Rachel Blau Du Plessis also uses the language of androgyny, but
notices, vitally, that what happens is a multiplying of identities happening in the poem, in
time. She notes that “[t]his discovery of multiple, androgynous, unifying identities is part of
the truth of the wreck” (132). The poem conjures a multiplication of possibilities as its
pronouns and referents split; they do not organize, but refract and proliferate.
In the third-to-last stanza, Rich writes:
This is the place.
And I am here, the mermaid whose dark hair
streams black, the merman in his armored body
We circle silently
about the wreck
we dive into the hold.
I am she: I am he (Collected Poems 370-73; lines 71-77)
Before this critical moment, the stanza begins with a demonstrative pronoun—“This”—
which, in actuality, demonstrates little contextually for the reader. The “I” of line seventytwo becomes both the mermaid and the merman, and thus the “we” of line seventy-four is
intentionally indistinct: is it the joining of the “I” with the mermaid and merman, or is it the
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“We know what it is for, / we who have used it” elliptically mentioned in lines seventeen
and eighteen? The poem is, until that point, largely a first-person account. “We”—whoever
we are—had become a “we” before. Thus, “I am she: I am he” is both a unification of
gendered identities; it is also a splitting away from the “we” of the previous utterances,
until the/a “we” is reassembled in line eighty-three: “we are the half-destroyed
instruments.” In the final stanza, Rich writes:
We are, I am, you are
by cowardice or courage
the one who find our way
back to this scene
carrying a knife, a camera
a book of myths
in which
our names do not appear. (Collected Poems 373)
The multiplicity of this moment holds the key, I would argue, to its power. “We”/”I”/“you”
are(/am/is) not unified, nor separate: they are all simultaneously all. Because the “we” and
the “you” remain unfixed, remain suspended, the pilling up of pronominal referents
accumulates available subjectivities. To this reader, the “you” of line eighty-seven reads
wildly differently than the “you” of line fifty-one—“and besides/you breathe differently
down here” which seems as though the narrator speaks back to the narrator. This other
“you” is active, seems squarely directed at a reading you, now implicated in the poem, and,
beyond that, folded into the poem, as the we/I/you becomes the indefinite pronoun “one”
and collectively becomes an “our.” The multiple addressees unify but significantly only
temporarily: in the last line, our names even in absentia are restored. We do not become a
singular consciousness or person, but instead part of a collective, a history constituted by
names. But if explored from this experiential perspective without the scripts of narrative,
the wreck will yield alternative meaning. A radically different myth involves radically new
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modes of myth-making, and writing, and reading, and identification. To counter the myth is
not simply to offer a feminine version of the myth, but to counternarrativize: to make the
making of the myth different. The subject at the end of the poem is “both hero and treasure,
a unity not achieved by heterosexual bonding but by anticolonial quest” (Blau DuPlessis
133). The ending gesture may not be read wholly as utopian or inclusive; as a critique it
illustrates boundaries that exclude.
To a large degree, the power and mystery of the close of the poem is not that a
speaker becomes androgynous: it is that a speaker becomes multiple while still remaining
herself. And a reader, too, becomes multiple, while still remaining herself. This sense of
multiplicity, though, occurs when the participant(s) come to understand the very stakes of
their erasure. The poem slips between identities because the political stakes of identity and
identification are very much the subject of the poem. The diving into the wreck—the active
process—is what is needed to address or redress centuries of elision, occlusion, and
historical violence that have erased so many narratives, so many histories. It is a process,
the doing of it, and implicating the reader in this process, at the end, forces the reader to
perform the process, too. The movement of identities is non-paraphrasable or reducible
because indeterminacy is the achievement. The unknowability of the situation becomes
part of the strategy.
We can see this, too, in the poem immediately preceding “Diving into the Wreck” in
the collection, called “Dialogue.” The first stanza presents a typical domestic scene between
an “I” speaker—“I get up, go to make to tea” (line six)—and a “she”—“She sits with one
hand poised against her head” (line one). In the second stanza, though, part of an utterance
from the “she” character, Rich writes:
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I do not know
who I was when I did those things
or who I said I was
or whether I willed to feel
what I had read about
or who in fact was there with me
or whether I knew, even then
that there was doubt about these things. (Collected Poems 370; lines 11-18)
The “who” here becomes increasingly abstracted. The clauses obscure matters rather than
clarify things. The layering of the “who” becomes, paradoxically, opaque, as the speaker’s
sense of the stable identity or referent becomes mysterious and abstract. The reader
receives clarifying information on a grammatical and syntactical level, but not so on a
semantic level. Previously, the speaker had said “I do not know / if sex is an illusion,” which
closes the first stanza. It is possible the “who” is connected to “sex” within the framework of
gender, and the shifting nature of the word refers to a complex matrix of gender and
gendering. Or, given that the previous utterance is grammatically disconnected, it possibly
means something else entirely, and our inability to pin it down stems from the intentionally
rendered fact that we are not part of this domestic unit. It is possible that the referents here
are perfectly legible to the actors in the poem. After all, they possess more interpersonal
information than we do, as readers. Sometimes we readers possess sufficient information
to penetrate a scene; sometimes, though, the poet decides we don’t.
I would argue that those claims of Rich’s “lesser” or “less mature” poetry happen
when we project a prescribed narrative onto the poems. Those readings occur not because
the poems are partisan, per se, but because the reading strategies are. Writers, readers, and
texts are political subjects, but they operate in fluid relationship, any outlet that forecloses
that dynamism renders the feedback loop impossible. Rich’s poems intentionally
destabilize coherent subject positions so that they may critique normative projections of
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universalism. And the writer who provides the best analogue is, naturally, no?, John
Ashbery. If Rich’s pronouns seem too hardened, too ossified for some critics, it is possible
that Ashbery is read in the opposite manner, with his pronouns too porous, too unstable.
They are so unfixed as to render coherence moot, and so exist in a world of language-play.
But these readings are insufficient: what do we gain when we willingly treat Rich’s
grammar and syntax as indeterminate? And what do we gain when we see Ashbery’s
grammar and syntax as politically informed?

If Rich has been clear in her prose how important pronouns are, Ashbery,
characteristically, refers to them broadly and evasively. As he noted in an interview for
New York Quarterly with Janet Bloom and Robert Losada in the winter of 1972:
The personal pronouns in my work very often seem to be like variables in an
equation. “You” can be myself or it can be another person, someone whom I’m
addressing, and so can “he” and “she” for that matter and “we” . . . my point is also
that it doesn’t really matter very much, that we are somehow all aspects of a
consciousness giving rise to the poem [. . .] I guess I don't have a very strong sense of
my own identity and I find it very easy to move from one person in the sense of a
pronoun to another and this again helps to produce a kind of polyphony in my
poetry (Ashbery qtd. in Perloff 258).
Well, sure, certainly we can’t let him get away with that. What is of fundamental
importance is that pronoun shifts in Ashbery are signals. They tend to signal significant
rhetorical shifts and are most often tonal maneuvers that redirect the poem. While we
can’t always know what they mean, we’re clearly guided that they mean. This demands the
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reader play an active role in negotiation and meaning-making, and hardly one we’d
consider passive. Ashbery’s language—”it doesn’t really matter very much”—could not be
further from Rich’s “Do I exist in this poem?”—but I would argue that both speak to a similar
principle. The speaker’s relationship to self and to audience cannot be taken for granted.
The relationship is not given, or accidental. It burrows itself into the poem.
To state in a different way, then, the pronouns do not remain immobile; they do not
always do or mean the same thing. “He” does not refer to, say, a set of two or three central
referents, but neither does it refer to infinite. It depends upon the specific poem itself, and,
by this idea, demonstrates that the reader co-manages and co-manipulates meaning as
much as the poet, whether they know it or not. The pronouns participate in what John
Shoptaw identifies in On the Outside Looking Out as Ashbery’s poetics of
“misrepresentation,” which he considers “an alternative to various interpretive strategies
that treat Ashbery’s poetry as purely non-representational, self-referential, nonsensical,
parodic, or deconstructive. […H]is misrepresentations do not as a consequence rule out
meaning, expression, and representation; they renovate them” (3). The pronouns become
specific means of thought that allow the reader to break through conventional utterances
of language. They fold, fracture, and bifurcate, often exploding idioms, asides, or
commonplace gestures of language.
A common critical move is to argue that in the New York School at large the political
character of the poem happens at the level of language, not in its semantic content. In All
Poets Welcome, Daniel Kane suggests that one sees the political in wordplay and in
nonsense, that one of the tenets of the New York school was to reject partisan language,
noting that it would be “suspect in the aesthetic of the New York Schools” (167). “Using
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scatological nonsense in a poem,” he continues, “is a paradoxically political act; it imperils
political language by suggesting a kind of individualistic liberty inherent in asocial babble”
(167). Thus the radical language of the act is more potent than what that language
describes. In The Failure of Modernism: Symptoms of American Poetry, Andrew Ross
discusses the seemingly nonpolitical stance of the New York School. If, in Ashbery,
recognizable components of identity (either self-defined or imposed) are obscured, it is
because the thing being critiqued is “the whole symbolic, or social, order which comes with
a given language” (177). That which is being critiqued through language is language.
What, then, do we gain if we concede those points, that the mechanism of the
subversive act is through language, in Ashbery? If we look at the lines themselves and their
constitutive grammatical components, what kinds of critiques does it make—against whom,
for what purpose, representing what stakes? With Ashbery, we under-discuss those stakes.
While much play happens in the sentence, it is not (merely) a triumphant celebration of the
performer. Like Stein, Ashbery’s disjunctions on syntactical and rhetorical levels serve as
mechanisms for very political writing indeed. Ashbery’s oft-anthologized poem “The
Grapevine” from his first book Some Trees makes the notions of referential indeterminacy
the very subject of the poem. The first two full sentences of the poem are sufficient to
reflect the willful obscuring and denying of clear subject:
Of who we and all they are
You all now know. But you know
After they began to find us out we grew
Before they died thinking us the causes
Of their acts. (Mooring 11; lines 1-5)
The pronominal shifts in the poem are wild and exceedingly varied, even for Ashbery, so
much so that teasing out actual cause-and-effect might be impractical. And yet, in many
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ways, this dizzying seems vital. That the frame of reference and system of actors breaks
down into incomprehensibility does not mean that the poem itself is incomprehensible;
this frustration is the launching point for the poem’s argument.
The piece concerns itself directly with categories of power and insider/outsider
exclusion: in the first five lines alone, the poem positions a “we” two times, as well as two
mentions of “us”; a “they” three times, as well as a “their”; and a “you.” And, while it may
seem obvious, it may be nevertheless crucial to point out: this is the beginning of the poem.
These relationships have not been defined for the reader—the “we” proposes a conflict of
us/them, but there is no sense of who those groupings are. Even the “you” is indeterminate:
in its first incarnation, it is a “you all” (line two), which presupposes a collective, one that
may or may not be overlapping the “we.” The second “you” follows a “But,” which could
reasonably be understood to represent a separate “you”—a reader? an outside figure?—
who may or may not have a perspective distinct from the previously alluded-to collective.
The poem insists upon groups of actors knowing, including this new “you,” but on a
practical level what the reader knows remains absolutely minimal. This ambiguity, then,
acquires force precisely because of its emphasis on knowing, understanding, and cause and
effect, as well as locating this knowledge within a system of time. In these first five lines,
the reader confronts “now,” “begin,” and “before,” as well as references to growing (though
in the past tense) and dying, all references that denote a conception (and, in turn, an
emphasis) of time, order, and causation.
The grammatical sequencing seems to suggest that time and knowing are ordered,
and thus linked in some way to being. This unfolding sense of who a “we” are, and also
being found out, links in abstract ways to notions of identity—how it is conceived, and also
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received. The linguistic system reflects a complex system of both allegiance and fissures,
and it seems to imply that application or insistence of those pronominal effects have real,
actual effects. Tonal unease hovers over the poem, alerting us the performance contains
consequence. That we do not know the full extent of those consequences is immaterial; we,
as readers, don’t even know who the actors are, but we grasp their fluidly oppositional
relationships. Further, these divisions and categorizations set up a local internal narrative
and global critique of narrative. If there is a “now,” and things “began,” there is a “Before,”
and, crucially, there occurs a shift of said identity or power-relation simply in and by the
observation and labeling of the “we,” —that is, an other.
The categories of referents, too, underscore a nature of alignment and division:
grouping here appears at times imposed, controlled by outsiders, as well as selfconstructed. It is the movement between these antithetical notions—self-identity enacted
vs. identity inherited—that comprises the intellectual moves of the poem. The content is
the fluidity, is the indeterminacy, the difficulty of fixedness. But this ambiguity is not an
ending. It is only the means through which a reader begins to construct narratives of
power-performance, political narratives, and sovereignty. Given that the poem concerns
itself not simply with an individual, or a fixed place in time, one begins to recognize these
slippages as part of an ever-constant process. This is a process with which a speaker has a
relation, but not autonomous control. Identity in this poem cannot be understood without
labeling. While some may think of identity-formation as a chronological process, this poem
posits that identity-formation is, in fact, very much at the mercy of narrative, fictive
processes held by larger (undefined) cultural and societal groupings. The anxiety over
when and how and in what way identity is learned or formed is just as significant—if not
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more so—as the simple idea that identity is learned or formed. In this way, the paranoia
that looms over the ambiguity, uncertainty, and questioned agency over identity creates
the heart of the existential anxiety of the poem.
Shoptaw, in his book-length study of Ashbery’s work, recognizes the queer subtext
of the poem, but ultimately links this network of secrecy to that of McCarthyism. Part of
Shoptaw’s strategy in On the Outside Looking Out deploys a methodology that treats
Ashbery’s linguistic maneuvers as “homotextual,” thus providing a framework that
recognizes Ashbery’s distortions as intentional without being performatively queer in
character. Shoptaw notes:
[A]lthough, or rather because, Ashbery leaves himself and his homosexuality out of
his poetry, his poems misrepresent in a particular way which I will call
“homotexual.” Rather than simply hiding or revealing some homosexual content,
these poems represent and “behave” differently, no matter what their subject. With
their distortions, evasions, omissions, obscurities, and discontinuities, Ashbery’s
poems always have a homotextual dimension. This homotextuality is historically
conditioned. (4)
Citing the political climate of the 40s and 50s, McCarthy and HUAC, Shoptaw sees the
paranoia of the time reverberating in and through Ashbery’s poetics (4). Shoptaw’s frame
is valuable in so far as it goes further than scholars who at best ignore or at worst disavow
sexuality in Ashbery’s poetry. What occurs, though, when we insist upon these encoded
maneuvers rather than outlining them as possibilities?
In an article that advances previous readings of Ashbery’s evasive tactics, John Emil
Vincent argues that the misrepresentative poetics of Ashbery reflect a world in which
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utterances themselves are not apolitical, and so possess wildly different meanings and
ramifications for a gay speaker and a gay reader. He observes that “[h]omosexual and
heterosexual desire and bonds, given their different cultural valuation, have entirely
different available narratives, legality, forms of expression, as well as different available
relations to abstraction, specification, self-definition, community, ritual, temporality, and
spatiality” (“Reports,” 155-56). It is worth reading “The Grapevine” through Vincent’s lens.
Vincent strongly identifies sexual dynamics of the era as the secret subject of the poem, and
that they are talked around, near, but never through is part of the poem’s intent. These
sexual identities exist on the periphery, marginalized by systems of discourse themselves.
That homosexuality was (and is) omitted from the discourse of the(/an) era does as much
damage psychologically as visible homophobia (or, perhaps more accurately, homophobia
visible to heterosexual actors). To be stricken from discourse is also violence. Like
Shoptaw, Vincent also recognizes the political context of McCarthyism, and suggests that
historical reality of the moment must be mapped onto the poem. He writes, “While it might
be argued that Ashbery’s [pronoun] shifts are often pointless and arbitrary, in the case of
“The Grapevine” they are certainly neither; a real point is being made with the poetic
material at hand, and it addresses an urgent political reality.” (167)
Breaking “The Grapevine” down pronoun-by-pronoun would be maddening and,
ultimately, fruitless. As noted above, the first five lines so fragment and disrupt any
discernable order or narrative that they call into question the very ways in which we start
to identify order or narrative. Through its spinning, torqueing, and indeterminacy, the
poem makes visible the complicated machinations of imposition, chronology, and
sequence. The argument lies within the inability to parse, to tease out a direct set of
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relationships. The recognition of the code, and the subsequent implications of why such a
code exists in the first place to hide and obscure the “homotextual” (or directly
homosexual) network of referents, appears to me the central component. The author
locates his identity with others, against others, and then strips both away, refracts, and
then reassembles. The speed with which he does this, and the feeling that he never stays on
a possible linkage for more than a moment—out of what? fear of recognition?—highlight
what’s at risk in the poem. Discovery is something one is conditioned to fear, not
necessarily because the self refuses to come to terms with the nature of their identity, but
because society itself cannot. One of the antagonists in this poem is, I would argue,
narrative itself. Narrative may be something assembled by others. It may be a set of preselected facts assembled, often unknowingly, to arrange a pre-determined outcome. That
this process happens invisibly, and may often seem organic and natural, underscores the
deep nature of the existential threat. In identifying a we, a they is inexorably formed and
twines, and an asymmetric power distribution develops.
These labels, then, become calcified, hardened, and then self-perpetuating. Even the
title “The Grapevine” gestures towards this process. These labels get passed down and
passed down, from one to the next to the next with such frequency in succession that the
original source is lost. And yet that doesn’t make the labeling any less real, or any less felt.
It is for this reason that so many of Ashbery’s poems deal with storytelling in its various
forms, be it myth, folklore, or even stories passed through the grapevine. These ideas
become codified and redistributed invisibly and unknowingly, and the poet is deeply
interested and concerned with making the process visible, if not completely understood or
defined. It is because this process is so invisibly violent that Ashbery takes such care to
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make slippage and indeterminacy the focus of so many pieces that tackle explicitly
storytelling, narrative, poetry itself. The author recreates these processes in order to
dismantle them, or to at least reflect and refract, in a strange-funhouse-mirror of language,
their power.
Ashbery addresses the systemization of identity in a political landscape made real
by/through language. A poem like “The Grapevine” (or, later, “As We Know”) does not exist
in a world of play and misdirection: it exists in a realm in which queer identity is
suppressed and denied, and that very denial is aggressive, brutal, and urgent. This
simultaneously exists as a personal, subjective experience, and one mediated in an outside,
social world. One always forms oneself with respect and in opposition to others. Poems
that concern themselves with storytelling, narratives, and framing (and I would argue these
dominate the corpus of Ashbery’s work) wrestle with the notion of historicity: what does it
mean for something to be historically accurate? To be retold properly, with a claim to
authority, as if it represents the subjects about whom it speaks? How we describe what
happens involves politics, privilege, and hierarchies of discourse. As Brian Reed notes,
“From ‘The Grapevine’ in Some Trees to the title poem in Chinese Whispers (2002), Ashbery
has repeatedly restated his fascination with the many ways that information can be
mishandled, misread, or misplaced” (181). The consequences are profound, because for
Ashbery, this handling of information reveals the power behind the surface, the authority
unrecognizable to us. An imposition of a singular mode of thought is destructive for
Ashbery, both in that it is totalizing, but also in that it attempts to erase all other modes of
thought. Power is performative, and no one knows that better than the poet himself.
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Reed and Vincent are vital readers of Ashbery because they help us delineate a
larger network of readership. Unafraid of reading the queer desire in the poetry of Ashbery,
they define, then, the consequences of implying that desire does not exist. John Emil
Vincent takes up Shoptaw’s heuristic of the “homotextual” and pushes it necessarily
further. Recognizing that that represents a significant intervention in the study of
Ashbery’s poetics, it nonetheless allows too easy of an escaping from the maneuvers of the
poems. Vincent writes:
Ashbery’s poetics are, within this frame, an expression of his theoretically motivated
absence from his poems. Because, in other words, Ashbery decides not to name
homosexuality, it hypostasizes throughout Ashbery’s poems via his style, whose
most striking operations are concealment and misdirection. Evasions and omissions
gesture back to the missing origin of the central evasion and omission, homosexual
content. However, these gestures have become, in their own right, invested within
the urgencies and erotics of the original evasion. (“Reports” 159-60)
This is to say: with Ashbery, sexuality is not necessarily a passive thing being avoided in a
poem. It locates itself in methods of discourse, patterns of speech both formal and
idiomatic, ones that fundamentally exclude or occlude. The evasions achieve ways of
reading and being, and the evasions themselves become a kind of queer performance.
Shoptaw, while granting the possibility of sexuality, seems never willing to present
it as more than a possibility. As he argues, “[a]nd although Ashbery, like Whitman before
him, imagines homosexuals always among his readers, his poetry provides no secret
passage to a coterie of gay readers who ‘catch’ its specially encoded, hidden meaning” (4).
Oh? It also strikes me there is a number of positions between a neutral, asexual writing
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(were that even possible) and “secret passage to a coterie of gay readers.” If anything, we
can tease out rather easily a network of readers conditioned against heterosexist,
normative modes of reading—a queer cognitive community along the lines of Rich’s
theoretical lesbian continuum that roots itself in anti-patriarchal modes of being.
It may be necessary, then, to consider the ways in which Ashbery’s pronouns and
deictics both insist upon a network of non-normative readers and also create them within
the context of the poem. Regarding “The Grapevine,” Vincent again responds to Shoptaw by
taking his readings a step further:
This poem really seems less concerned with destabilizing the homophobic “they,” as
Shoptaw suggests, than it is reimagining a homosexual “we.” “The Grapevine” starts
in this poem as a system of homophobic knowledge and ends as the fantasized living
tissue that holds clusters of fruits together. Such a network is excessive, it
outreaches epistemology, and is logically unrealizable. However, the poem’s own
reaction of such a network, the “we” that is resurrected, offers both articulated
reasons to urge toward such a network and semantic performance of one.
(“Reports” 169)
It is to a large degree essential to see the semantic performance of the poem. To think of the
poem as simply that of avoidance is to deny oneself the pleasure—yes, pleasure!—of seeing
how the pronouns split, multiply, bring semantic meaning closer but also make it
grammatically impossible. Summarizing the poem elides in some great sense the
circumstances and situations of when and how code is spoken: who is listening?; what are
the affiliations of those listening?; what prior information do they have?; who is the ingroup, and who the out-group?
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Answers to these questions obviously render different readings of the poems. They
especially do so when the very notion of a network of readers becomes part of the play,
performance, or participation of the poem. Reed also proves useful in this notion of revisiting Ashbery’s radical politics. In his chapter on Ashbery’s poetics, specifically in the
mode of camp, and how camp presents itself and is recognized, Reed notes that “life as a
bourgeois gay man in the United States requires constant improvisation in response to
social situations and power structures beyond one’s control” (185). This presents a series
of rhetorical questions for the subject: “How will you—will you—relate to the family of
birth that never quite knows what to do with you or where you fit in the kinship network?
Will you define the good life the same way as many heterosexuals: monogamous marriage,
children, and a single-family home in a good neighborhood?” (185) That improvisation
happens in the poem, depending on the social situations and power structures confronted
within the poem; they are not the same in “The Grapevine” as they are in, say, “The
Instruction Manual.” Reed’s repetition of “will you” demands pausing on, here: it is not
always clear how or that a narrator in Ashbery’s poetics—or Rich’s, as we shall see—relate
to a kinship network not seen as theirs. The speaker may participate in a suspended
position, in which their ability or eagerness to relate to a possibly antagonistic outside
figure depends on a variety of circumstances: safety, a perceived willingness to be heard or
read, an understanding of asymmetric power relations. Where the writer begins and ends
is never stationary, and, as such, the reader’s position too is often intentionally jeopardized.
This notion of a “network” is helpful in reading Rich. The existence of a network
implies a community of readers both within and without the poem that operate in political
realms. But the necessity of this network to be permeable, both so that it may be flexible
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enough to invite association, but also to ward off hostile threats to its very being, means
that the poems must be interrogated to see how, when, and why they frame various
networks of reading, and to what ends. Rich experiments in transmission between author
and reader, and she is interested in the ways in which some texts have or do default in
heterosexist fashion to a white, male reader. To revisit Altieri again, let us look at an
extended exchange in a 1998 public conversation for the Poetry Division of the Modern
Language Association, collected in Arts of the Possible. Altieri asks:
What is your current thinking on the role of gender differences in the production
and appreciation of poetry? How important for you is gender difference in the
framing of audience and in the staging of selves within poetry? And what if anything
makes poetry written with intense gender positioning available to those envisioned
as its primary audience? How does awareness of those secondary audiences affect
you as a poet? (128-29)
Rich responds:
I wonder how often that question is asked of male poets. I began seriously writing in
a period (the 1950s to late 1960s) in American poetry that assumed extreme gender
positioning—“the poet is a man speaking to men,” as Wordsworth had put it even as
he was trying to democratize English poetry. And I went through a difficult and
isolated process of configuring myself as a poet who was also in a woman’s body—
writing Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law and many short lyrics in that book, with no
encouragement to speak of from the Zeitgeist. It seems obvious to say it now, but
poetic materials, images, specific to a female life were implicitly, if not explicitly,
devalued and patronized. And the evaluator, the patron, was male. (129)
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Rich credits the contributions of lesbian and feminist poets like Judy Grahn and Audre
Lorde among others for helping to change those sensibilities—for herself, but also for the
culture at large. Rich notes that in “The Dream of a Common Language I felt released to
write from my whole erotic self, my whole engaged self, though in The Will to Change I had
been writing more and more explicitly as a woman” (130). Following this lead, I will look at
poetry written both immediately after The Dream of a Common Language and also in the
volume The Will to Change to see how Rich’s developing notions of a speaking self might
translate into complex modes of a reading community.
This network of readers becomes essential to Rich’s poetry in the late seventies. If
the late ’50s marked Rich’s efforts to date her poems to showcase the situation of their
production, the ’70s represented Rich’s efforts to situate the literary and extraliterary
sources that comprise her poems. That is, while Rich had utilized outside sources in her
text extensively, as far back as Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law, the discursive range of
references began to grow. In The Dream of a Common Language, Rich calls upon Elvira
Shatayev, “[l]eader of a women’s climbing team, all of whom died in a storm on Lenin Peak,
August 1974” (Collected Poems 443). She uses diary entries and letters between the painter
Paula-Modersohn-Becker and Clara Rilke-Westhoff in an extended first-person imagined
narrative address. Rich honors the materiality of her original sources. She understands
these voices, in her methodology, as having real bodies, real historical selves, and as such
the sources are real participants within the poem. Rich often speaks to, with, alongside
diary entries or letters even as—or because—they exist in separate time.
And to be clear: it is a feminist methodology, this reclamation of voices. To quote
Rich in the Foreword to On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978, titled, “On
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History, Illiteracy, Passivity, Violence, and Women’s Culture”: “One serious cultural obstacle
encountered by any feminist writer is that each feminist work has tended to be received as
if it emerged from nowhere; as if each of us had lived, though, and worked without any
historical past or contextual present” (11). Of course, Rich notes that not only is that
untrue, and that the history of feminist work is long and varied indeed, but that tradition
has been actively silenced. Its erasure and suppression represent a tactic of patriarchal
interests. Rich makes visible sources that have been silenced or suppressed. Her historical
work reframes and refutes the fictions that upheld and uphold patriarchal systems of
domination and exclusion. This strategy of quotation, citation, reference, and dialogue
makes visible silence; it is, figuratively and in actuality, an effort to return words to those
rendered voiceless. By including these extraliterary artifacts—and by presenting them,
often, in their own unique styles and syntaxes, embedded at times within Rich’s “own”
stanzas—the poet gives them back the power they always possessed (but perhaps could
not show). Her network, then, is not merely a reading community that may share
recognizable political beliefs, but part of a larger aesthetic and ethical project that restores
ways in which private lives of women have given rise to the political moment of the poem.
Indeed, embedding is a form of embodying: these real historical actors are represented as
agents, are now given actual, material space within a poem with which to validate their
existences.
These extraliterary moments need, by necessity, be various and varied: the tradition
of the Western canon has certainly been guarded and presided over by white men and has
included sanctioned genres of literary texts. Consequently, it is not incidental that Rich
considers speech and storytelling foundational components in her historical re-framing. As
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with Ashbery, Rich sees these moments as a form of and as formative ideology, saturated
with historical perspective. Letters figure prominently in Rich’s poetics, as they represent
that space between the public and the private and suggest by their very form personal
communication between intimate parties. As Rich says just a bit later in her Foreword,
“Today women are talking to each other, recovering an oral culture, telling our life-stories,
reading aloud to one another the books that have moved and healed us, analyzing the
language that has lied about us, reading our own words aloud to each other” (13). This
emphasis on recovering forces an audience to consider that for Rich these works operate in
time, and in some senses refract or challenge time; they operate in the present, but they
are, too, retroactively legitimizing. Through address and pronouns, the reader is asked to
locate herself within this spectrum of communication. Historical, then, almost seems not
quite the right word: the extraliterary history is present, remains profoundly
contemporary. The historical serves a function that’s not description, or representation, or
documentation: it is something akin to an argument, and which illuminates and operates
within the present moment that examines it.
For Rich, the power of the historical is a tool that may be utilized, seized, made to
serve political, intellectual, and aesthetic agendas. Often the way she presents these frames
of association and affiliation are deceptively complex. Or, these frames operate in
developmental ways throughout the poem. What may seem stable as an initial address
becomes multiple by poem’s end. Perhaps the place to see this as an intertextual strategy is
in A Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far: Poems 1978–1981 (1981). Rich mentioned
previously how it was 1977’s The Dream of a Common Language that activated her “erotic
self.” I don’t think it’s an accident, then, that this period represents the moment when Rich
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began citing the linguistic and political communities that organize the poem. A Wild
Patience marks the beginning of Rich employing a “Notes” section that frames and informs
her work13. What interests me here is the decision to use this as a conceptual strategy.
Rich’s decision to utilize this space in A Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far (AWP)
suggests a rhetorical move, an effort to show: yes, these poems are dialogic, are part of a
conversation. For AWP, the employment of the Notes section14 at this stage does not
appear, at least to me, explanatory so much as exploratory.
The first two inclusions in the Notes section are instructive in that they orient the
framework of the poems, the cultural/political/historical texts with which they are in
correspondence. Re: the first poem in the collection, a three-page-long poem called
“Images,” Rich writes in the Notes section, “The phrase “moral and ordinary” is echoed
from Blanche Wiesen Cook’s essay “Female Support Networks and Political Activism” in her
pamphlet Women and Support Networks (Brooklyn: Out & Out Books, 1979)” (Collected

I qualify here by saying beginning and not first and (also her work) because Rich did, in fact, once
before utilize a “Notes” section for a single volume of work, for Necessities of Life, in 1966. What I
find revealing about this text is that the bulk of Rich’s commentary focuses not on her work at all;
instead, she comments as a translator. The “translator’s note” is a common convention, and so it
seems to me that the “Notes” section of Necessities of Life functions traditionally—that is, not in the
same spirit as Rich’s extraliterary project. The majority of Rich’s commentary concerns itself with
sound and rhythmic patterns and her decisions in the role of translator: “Anyone who will compare
the Dutch poems with my translations will see that I have, deliberately, refrained from imitating
rhyme patterns and have in some instances altered metres. I have tried to be faithful first of all to
the images and the emotional tone of the poems, and have been unwilling to introduce the
distortions in order to reproduce formal structure. Much of the onomatopoeic music of the Nijhoff
poem is thus necessarily lost. Possibly I have made Hendrik de Vries sound more modern than he
actually sounds in Dutch: in ‘My Brother’ for instance he uses an old form of the second person
singular which corresponds to the English ‘thou.’ But I believe that the inner structure of these
poems remains in the translations, and as a poet-translator I have tried to do as I would be done
by.” (NL Appendix)
13

The “Notes” section of AWP appears on pages 60-61, and this paper will make reference to the
section in general without citing the page number(s) each time.
14
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Poems 1127-28). Out and Out Books, a small, non-profit organization, published feminist
and lesbian writers and published both poetry and political activism. This organization
stated as its goal to publish and represent writers it considered marginalized and pushed
out of an increasingly hermetic, heteronormative, capitalist publishing system. This, Rich
observes, is the category of material with which she’s working. In the next entry in the
Notes section, Rich writes about the poem “Integrity”: “To my knowledge, this word was
first introduced in a feminist context by Janice Raymond in her essay ‘The Illusion of
Androgyny,’ Quest: A Feminist Quarterly 2, no. 1 (Summer, 1975)” (Collected Poems 1128).
This inclusion strikes me as relevant for two reasons: 1) the Notes section explicitly draws
upon feminist concerns, contexts, and contributions; its aims are announced, and 2) the
epigraph of the poem uses the “traditional” definition of “integrity” within the body of the
poem itself, reading:
INTEGRITY
the quality or state of being complete; unbroken condition; entirety
—Webster

A wild patience has taken me this far (Collected Poems 523)
The meta-work here dizzies, and is spectacular. Rich utilizes a “conventional” definition of
the word and explodes it over the course of the poem, using its initial positioning as an
epigraph as a space of interrogation: the given is not at all a given. She asks us to hold our/a
definition of “integrity”—specifically, what may be an “unbroken condition”—in a state of
suspension from the onset; the articulation of the word is not an affirmation of the word,
but a place of contestation.
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But the poem in which we can see this repositioning of language, especially through
deictic shifts, implicating a specific network of political readers working in tandem is “For
Julia in Nebraska.” As with “Integrity,” the poem contains an epigraph to begin the poem. It
is lengthy, and unlike “Integrity,” it is not sourced within the body of the poem. It begins:
FOR JULIA IN NEBRASKA
Here on the divide between the Republican and Little Blue lived some of the most courageous
people of the frontier. Their fortunes and their loves live again in the writings of Willa Cather, daughter
of the plains and interpreter of man’s growth in these fields and in the valleys beyond.
On this beautiful, ever-changing land, man fought to establish a home. In her vision of the plow
against the sun, symbol of the beauty and importance of work, Willa Cather caught the eternal blending
of earth and sky. . . .

In the Midwest of Willa Cather
the railroad looks like a braid of hair
a grandmother’s strong hands plaited
straight down a grandmother’s back
Out there last autumn the streets
dreamed copper-lustre, the fields
of winter wheat whispered long snows yet to fall
we were talking of matrices (Collected Poems 531-34; lines 1-8)
The poem operates to a large degree on a reading audience knowing the tone of Rich’s
presentation, of being able and willing and motivated to read that placard skeptically. But
this skepticism is healthy, productive, and is, I argue, a far cry from the reader knowing
from the onset like-sympathies and like-antagonisms, as Vendler seems to argue. The
placard antagonizes, and those being antagonized and marginalized are the interpretive
and discursive community: they would recognize it as being hostile. And so while the title
of the poem purports to be an interpersonal correspondence, it already operates by
depending on a broad community that will be able to track the various gestures in and out
of heterosexist and patriarchal language. In the Notes section Rich clarifies, “Epigraph
quoted from the Willa Cather Educational Foundation, Historical Landmark Council,
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marker at the intersection of Highways 281 and 4, fourteen miles north of Red Cloud,
Nebraska,” which, aside from sourcing the institutional apparatus behind the source
material also locates it physically, roots it in specific geography, citing it and siting it alike
(Collected Poems 1128).
This sourcing establishes context while also challenging the very forms of that
context; the placard is not itself restorative, is not a redress. In the poem, its insufficiencies,
its elisions, its half-truths are called out. While the marker ostensibly champions Willa
Cather, champions a woman writer and establishes her as part of a cultural/historical
narrative, it nevertheless does so in a way that subtly and dangerously reaffirms the very
ways in which she was initially marginalized. Rich reveals that this marker represents
something deeply insidious: an effort by an institution to appear democratic, even
restorative, but instead perpetuating the oppression it pretends to redress. It achieves
through language, but more accurately, language that enforces silences. Precisely because
of this deep complexity surrounding what history gets re-presented (and by whom), Rich
needs to triangulate her discourse through the language of the marker; the language of the
character in the title, Julia; the restored biographical “facts” of Willa Cather’s life; and all
through a dynamic system of apostrophe and address. This form of apostrophe is
significant—while an address to someone or something outside of a poem usually means a
turning away from (even literally, in the classical use), in this poem this address outside
and beyond the “narrative” of the poem constitutes a secondary—or tertiary—engagement
within. That so much is folded into “some of the most courageous people of the frontier” is
telling. It is wildly indistinct, and also wildly clear: a specific kind of person counts, here.
That indefinite pronoun is then referred back to with possessive pronouns acting as
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adjectives in “their fortunes” and “their loves.” We have no idea what these loves are … but
we know. We know which loves are sanctioned by the United States government in civic
monuments. The narrative, and its partisan affiliation, is clear. For those who think Rich
partisan, it’s no small thing that her citations in this volume of poetry include thus far the
dictionary and the United States government—universal institutions that are, clearly,
wildly partisan. But so, then, is readership—if not exactly partisan, then knowingly
skeptical of the language that a government entity puts forth. But how this partisanship is
cultivated serves as one of the subjects being explored in the poem. And so our reading
community is already aware how language divides in its purported attempts to organize.
Rich will have to restore nothing less than her/our language in this poem.
And while the form of the poem is ostensibly correspondence, a record between two
women, in this form, it asks the reader to enter and participate in this women-oriented
reading community. Rich speaks to this Julia, writes to this Julia, uses her words. It is
correspondence. This correspondence is thus not actually outside the poem, but embedded
in it. It is personally and intimately that Rich corrects historical inaccuracies and omissions.
If the first stanza of the poem appears to exist in a recognizable poetic, lyric register—
incorporating heavy sonic alliteration and consonance in moments such as “winter wheat
whispered” (line 7) and frames the poem as a reflection looking backwards (“Out there last
autumn” in line 5)—the second stanza alters that radically. “[N]ow it’s spring again
already,” which emphasizes both a present, and a duration, a repetition in one move (line
9). Quickly, Rich makes use of a number of poetic techniques to complicate her frame: “This
stormy Sunday,” sets up a narrative time-frame (line 10); a “you” becomes implicated, and
also unfixed—it seems to be Julia, but is as-yet unconfirmed (line 11); a “voice” engages the
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sense of communication rooted in the corporeal (line 14); and the relationship—framed as
a “war”—between “mind and body” (line 15) arises. That these gestures of voice, speech,
mind and body are framed as a “promise” (line 16) or “pledge” (18) elevates the stakes of
the poem. Peripherally, the position of the “you” becomes complicated. If a pledge is being
asked—that is, if the you is literally, materially being asked to do something—it matters
substantially to whom that “you” refers; our relationship is different to the poem if we
readers are asked to promise. Taken literally, framed as correspondence, the community is
that of the intimate women. As the poem develops, and becomes unfixed from a locatable
narrative or setting, it encourages us to take the space of that interpretive community.
These exchanges of language are sincere to the extent that Rich shares Julia’s words as
hers—literally: “Today you were promising me / to live, and I took your word, Julia, as if it
were my own: / we’ll live to grow old and talk about it, too” (lines 23-26). Rich ends her
stanza in the utterance of the other, sealing it in unity. It seems here that Rich uses Julia’s
words as her own, which demonstrates that the poem is still able to operate between
ambiguous, inclusive modes of address, and specific, directed modes of address. That Rich
seems to quote the words themselves, and also notes taking them as her own, suggests that
the permeability of this positioning, rooted in and through language, is very much part of
the dynamics of exchange. For Rich, the communication between parties represents an
agreement rooted in truth, or perhaps something like a gesturing toward truth.
What that truthfulness may be Rich works toward in the fourth stanza: “no word lies
cool on your tongue / bent on restoring meaning to / our lesbian names” (lines 33-35). The
tongue (i.e., the body), the name, and lesbian knit together in an act of restoration. But,
again, the actors involved in restoration are necessarily fluid. “Our” is a both a specific and
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inclusive gesture. It seems to most directly refer to the intimacy between the speaker and
Julia, but the lesbian name of Cather is also one being restored in this poem, too; even
though she is outside the lived partnership, she is foundationally part of the rhetorical
situation. In this way, the role of the reader as an “our” may similarly hover above or below
the gesture. It is also worth pointing out that this moment operates within the context of
names, so this inclusive, indirect gesture occurs just when naming is made explicit.
What Rich—and Julia, and perhaps others, together—restore is evident in the next
stanza, “On this beautiful, ever-changing land / —the historical marker says— / man fought
to establish a home / (fought whom? the marker is mute)” (emphasis in original, lines 3740). Rich utilizes the language of the marker, which is not an uncommon maneuver for her;
what is uncommon is her deliberately framing it as that, in line 38. Rich wants us to know
that the marker says it—not she. On “this” land, whatever that gesture signifies, and to
whom, “man,” whatever that vague collective noun signifies, and to whom, represent a
history in which the assumed readers of this poem do not feel included. We feel included
not in its language, but in the criticism of it. We can see, also, in the parenthetical question
her implicit criticism of the marker’s muteness (which, as she has observed before, is a kind
of lying). And silence is not merely lying, but violence, too, as the repetition of “fought” no
doubt reminds us. And so we see that even supposed documentation of heroines may
whitewash actual historical narratives and lives. That Willa Cather has this placard—
indeed, that the region is colloquially called “Catherland”—undoes no wrong, corrects no
elision. It sanitizes. Rich writes:
They named this Catherland, for Willa Cather,
lesbian—the marker is mute,
the marker white men set on a soil,
of broken treaties, Indian blood,
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women wiped out in childbirths, massacres—
for Willa Cather, lesbian,
whose letters were burnt in shame. (lines 41-47)
This gesture works, to a large degree, upon our knowing who “they” is. Or, perhaps more
accurately: it operates by our feeling what “they” is not. Even if it remains indistinct, its
operating as signifier of community means something to us, as it is not the poem’s sense of
community, and not the reader’s. That the stanza ends with a reference to letters burnt
suggests the value and need of the (restored) personal history, the non-institutionalized
history, the value of the artifact outside the sanctioned linguistic framework of the placard
(and all the politics implicit in that supposedly neutral language). To begin the next stanza
with “Dear Julia,” places, then, that very notion of letter-writing and exchange into the heart
of this poem, this historical marker. If Cather’s letters cannot actually be retrieved, they
may, at the least, be addressed and recognized, and in that recognition serve an activist
function: they may empower the speaker of the present.
Rich’s poem torques, becomes something new beyond what was seemingly a pasttense historical poem in the conventional sense. It hardens into a call-to-action for herself,
for Julia, for, in an abstract way, the historical memory of the land itself. The sixth stanza,
while framed as an address to Julia, tells the story of the difficulty of Cather’s situation of
storytelling—not in a romantic, aesthetic sense, but a political one. In the seventh stanza,
Rich writes:
And Willa who could not tell
Her own story as it was
Left us her stern and delicate
Respect for the lives she loved—
How are we going to do better? (lines 62-66)
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In this question, we see the full scope of Rich’s ambition. I read this as an actual question,
posed to Julia theoretically, but to us, as readers, rhetorically. This is, certainly, a clear
moment where the “we” seems to be suspended from a direct referent. (Often, Rich’s
pronominal openness involve a revision of verb tenses.) Rich calls upon herself to do
better, to correct lies that powerful systems perpetuate even in purported moments of
redress. It’s not apologia; it’s inquisition. This notion of “doing better” reads to me as both
urgent and abstract: the poem, framed elaborately as it is as through letters and with found
language, calls not merely for a better writing, but, also, seemingly, for a better listening
and discussing, for a refined sense of the communication strategies. The frame lulls us into
thinking it’s a one-to-one negotiation; instead, we negotiate throughout poem, not as
spectators, but as participants.

While Ashbery’s system of referents is without question less historical than Rich’s, it
is, I would argue, no less contextual. Charles Altieri reads “As We Know” as a love poem, as
Ashbery’s attempt to portray, without falling into narcissism or idealization of the other,
how love alters a/the sense of self-identity. In looking at the indeterminacy of the deictics
in the poem, Altieri observes how vague or even shifting referents intentionally shape the
speaker’s complex subjective position. “The indeterminate ‘it’ introduces Ashbery’s version
of the basic site of romance: whatever makes love possible also makes it problematic by
offering a domain that in fact the lovers cannot inhabit except in a fantasy of an alternative
present distinguished by a full transparency,” he notes (“Ashbery as Love Poet” 31). As he
reads Shoptaw, John Emil Vincent, here, too reads Altieri as advancing the argumentative
treatment of Ashbery’s sexuality, but, again, not going far enough. As Vincent states, “My
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focus differs from Altieri’s in its concern with how these moments are propelled by
homosexual thematics, which require new strategies for figuring identity. Fuzziness, or
multivalency, is for Ashbery the centerpiece for such a strategy, enabling writer and reader
to inhabit a homosexual subjectivity poetically” (“Reports” 169). I will not repeat Vincent’s
fine analysis of the poem, but will just make a few gestures of my own reading. Here is the
first and second stanzas, and the last:
All that we see is penetrated by it—
The distant treetops with their steeple (so
Innocent), the stair, the windows’ fixed flashing—
Pierced full of holes by the evil that is not evil,
The romance that is not mysterious, the life that is not life,
A present that is elsewhere.
And further in the small capitulations
Of the dance, you rub elbows with it,
Finger it. That day you did it
Was the day you had to stop, because the doing
Involved the whole fabric, there was no other way to appear.
You slid down on your knees
For those precious jewels of spring water
Planted on the moss, before they got soaked up
And you teetered on the edge of this
Calm street with its sidewalks, its traffic
[…]
The light that was shadowed then
Was seen to be our lives,
Everything about us that love might wish to examine,
Then put away for a certain length of time, until
The whole is to be reviewed, and we turned
Toward each other, to each other.
The way we had come was all we could see
And it crept up on us, embarrassed
That there is so much to tell now, really now. (Collected Poems 661)
While Altieri and Shoptaw—claiming that the poem “is a beautiful and moving riddle, a
cryptic message marked urgent”—are right to recognize a mysteriousness and ambiguity
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that pervades the poem, it doesn’t serve us to divorce it from queer desire and its
expression in public and private spheres (Shoptaw 246). From the first line, the
indeterminate-yet-propulsive “it” that Altieri and Shoptaw pinpoint as central—the “basic
site of romance”—has affective power because it penetrates; it is referred to in multiple
phallic images; holes are pierced (Altieri, “Ashbery as Love Poet” 31). If Shoptaw does note
that Ashbery “comes closer to frontal gay knowledge,” Vincent states rather directly that
the second stanza is a “rather transparent scene of fellatio,” which he connects back to the
“it” of the previous stanza (Shoptaw 247; Vincent, “Reports” 170). We may not know the it,
but we—implicated as a “you”—are also fingering it. Beyond this, I see the abrupt
enjambment of “this” in the second stanza as a potential moment of climax, the thing being
talked about or around in the poem, accomplished through the syntactic prestidigitation of
the form. The uncertainty of the “this” teetering on the edge (of orgasm), doesn’t resolve
until “calm street” of the next line. Similarly, the “embarrassed” of the final stanza operates
in my eyes as the moment of sexual release, especially after the way “we had come” in the
previous line. We don’t read what “embarrassed” syntactically refers to until it has already
happened, until it has already “crept on us.” The coming has happened, in the poem, at a
speed we didn’t anticipate, but then again, after the rubbing and fingering of stanza two, we
probably should have anticipated.
But what is subtly significant is how the commonplace phrases function in this
poem. So much of the poem operates through phrases that suggest recognition or mutual
understanding but implicitly work differently depending on who participates. Obviously
“as we know” may likely mean something largely literal and understood between an
intimate couple; it may mean, in the concept of a group of heterogenous populations,
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something like the very opposite, both a “we” and a shared system of knowledge
impossible between dissonant groups. But, with the indeterminate “it” already established,
the ambiguity of “All that we see,” “That day you did it / Was the day you had to stop,” “As
though they are coming to get you,” “one of these days,” “Was seen to be our lives,” “The
way we had come was all we could see” and “really now” all suggest to me moments that
insist upon reading them as simultaneously open and closed. They gesture not just to an
interpersonal language between lovers, but to a language operating through an intentional
lack of specificity. It is not that certain things are being avoided, but that some
representations of love, some sex acts, must be spoken via code. And it is necessary that
that code stands as legible to certain parties and not others. The language must
paradoxically be capable of being understood and disavowed. Even that moment of
potential climax I read in “this” resolves into intentionally nondescript markers of
domesticity, calm streets, sidewalks.
There is much at risk in this poem. The language tells us so precisely because it has
to be read—tragically—as a celebration of queer love and as a place of its lexical absence.
For Ashbery, idiom is a central poetic strategy, and yet idiom is contextually learned,
culturally variant, and never wholly universal. Vincent notes, “The poem’s first stanza
concentrates on homosexuality’s movement outward to bigger and bigger otherness that
depend on homosexuality’s position as the other in a heteronormative discourse of
morality, erotics, ontology, spatiality, and temporality […]” (“Reports” 170-71). It is
significant, too, to note when the tone shifts, and where. For as much as the poem involves
play, the stakes of the play, as often occurs in Ashbery, are considerable. As Brian Reed
notes in a separate discussion of Ashbery, “Where sexuality most palpably becomes
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pertinent, though, is via tone, that is, the stance taken toward his subject matter” (185-86)
In the first stanza, the phallic imagery segues into “evil that is not evil, / The romance that
is not mysterious, / the life that is not life, / A present that is elsewhere.” I would argue that
a shift happens here through tone, operating within a readership that would both recognize
the sumptuous play of the opening penetration as well as the argument implicit that the
romance is, in fact, as quotidian, as much of the day-to-day, as commonplace as any love,
but cannot operate safely or even linguistically as such. And so we confront the opacity of
“the life that is not life,” which I read as containing critique, pain, frustration, both
unknowable in a literal reading and possible because of its paradoxical stating.
When the poem posits or even s(t)imulates a sexual encounter, it also revolves
around what we know or are able to tell. It’s sexual!, but it’s also rhetorical. The seeing and
doing of the poem are bookended by that knowing and telling. Reed notes, in looking at
Ashbery’s language, that “[i]n Ashbery’s verse the myths, history, and platitudes that
circulate in the (heterosexual) public sphere are liable to be seen not as real or natural or
inevitable but as theatricalized performances that one can appraise, imitate, esteem, or
skewer […]” (186) This point is worth laboring over. This recognition of the heterosexual
public sphere is integral to our reading of Ashbery. It is often when Ashbery addresses
normative modes of discourse, ideological systems, political organizations that the
language gets, well, weird. It refracts both the semantic organization of the poem but that
organization within a linguistic and ideological system that’s never neutral and always
already politically affiliated.
In On the Outside Looking Out, John Shoptaw notes that until the publication of that
study, Ashbery had only ever used the word “homosexual” once in a poem, and so Shoptaw
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considers that proof that gay desire is not an operative mechanism in the poetry. But what
happens when we look at that poem? In “Haibun,” from A Wave, Ashbery writes:
Haibun
Wanting to write something I could think only of my ideas, though you surely have
your separate, private being in some place I will never walk through. And then of the
dismal space between us, filled though it may be with interesting objects, standing
around like trees waiting to be discovered. It may be that this is the intellectual
world. But if so, what poverty—even the discoveries yet to be made, and which shall
surprise us, even us. It must be heightened somehow, but not to brutality. That is an
invention and not a true instinct, and this must never be invented. Yet I am forced to
invent, even if during the process I become a songe-creux, inaccurate dreamer, and
these inventions are then to be claimed by the first person who happens on
them. I’m hoping that homosexuals not yet born get to inquire about it, inspect the
whole random collection as though it were a sphere. Isn’t the point of pain the
possibility it brings of being able to get along without pain, for awhile of
manipulating our marionette-like limbs in the strait-jacket of air, and so to have
written something? Unprofitable shifts of light and dark in the winter sky address
this dilemma very directly. In time to come we shall perceive them as the rumpled
linen or scenery through which we did walk once, for a short time, during some sort
of vacation. It is a frostbitten, brittle world but once you are inside it you want to
stay there always.
The year—not yet abandoned but a living husk, a lesson (Collected Poems 764-65)
A “Haibun” is a Japanese form of writing that merges prosodic elements with a haiku.
Invented by Bashō, the form itself defies genre, merging not merely short fiction and
poetry, but elements of autobiography and travel writing. The prose may or may not be
explicitly autobiographical or “true.” Meanwhile, the final haiku engages the typical
qualities that define the haiku: the state of mu, or nothingness, characterized by an
enlightened state free of thought; senryu, a satiric form that represents man’s comic failures
in the face of the natural; yugen, the unknowable and the mysterious; and sabi, a quiet grace
(Hakutani 250-259). As a result, the Americanized Haibun by its nature is—as with Rich’s
ghazal—a dialogue between Eastern/Western forms. Ashbery’s use of the form is an
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inquiry into how the translation of form across cultures speaks simultaneously toward
possibilities and impossibilities.
But, once again, the obvious need be stated: it is a form of poetry. Which is to say, it’s
when Ashbery explicitly tackles modes of seeing, of knowing, of communicating, especially
within poetry, that his evasions are most performative and, as such, most politicized. In this
poem, the pairing of “you” so close to the “I” in the act (or desire of the act) of writing raises
an issue of audience. The invention of the “I”/“you” relationship suggests that it is there in
the beginning of writing, made manifest the moment a communicative gesture is wished
for. But, of course, that gesture, that writing, is uncertain. It is “something,” and it may be a
poem, but it may be an autobiography. A number of pronominal adjectives such as “what”
poverty and “some” place have a clear grammatical function that links them to a word, but
intend of intensifying the word as they typically would, they instead cannot help but blur it,
untethered as they are to clear previous referents. They move the referent away from
clarity into a world of abstraction, even as they seem desirous of bridging or even creating
meaning.
The poem works through a series of hoped-for circumstances, future tenses,
conditionals. “It may be that this is the intellectual world”—what is that “this” (or for that
matter “that”)? Is it the “dismal space” of the previous sentence? Or, is it “this” of the poem?
The previous sentence creates/posits a “space”—possibly the poem, the page—an “us”—
possibly the reader/writing—filled with “interesting objects”—the words of this, the
sentence, here, before you. The circumstance itself may well be an existential condition, or
it may well be the field that is the exchange happening before us. But then, to repeat “us”—
“surprise us, even us”—suggests a clarification, that the relationship between an “us” takes
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on an altogether poetic application for the speaker. Once again we work toward a quasimystical, quasi-impenetrable “it.” “It” seems to conjure an interior world of objects
containing their contradictions, intimate and dismal, private but seen, invented and
seemingly outside control. So when Ashbery writes, “I’m hoping that homosexuals not yet
born get to inquire about it, inspect the whole random collection as though it were a
sphere,” it contains simultaneously an aspiration of specific inquiry, but also a self-denying
ambiguity. The “it” finds itself both in sexuality and poetry. It is made possible or
impossible by language. To quote Vincent again:
[T]here is evidence within his poetry of a theoretical standpoint that […] posits
unclosedness as a strategy that can be deployed against toxic or confining notions of
identity, a strategy that does not buck cultural categories but stalls their
crystallization and further theorizes about the value and power of that stalling. It is
no coincidence that the most explicit and focused experiments of this sort
correspond to Ashbery’s most explicit and focused treatments of homosexuality.
(“Reports” 158)
The stalling of this poem thus seems at once infused by anxiety, but through its articulation,
in its articulation, by the very product of the poem, a resistance against it. The poem is not
given some extra seasoning of meaning, no bonus material of clarity by allowing queer
dialogic reading to exist: it insists upon that reading to reveal antagonistic normative
reading that operates in (contra)distinction.

For Rich, this emerging of an altogether new way of identifying an audience
activated increasingly self-realized modes of address. Paula Bennett notes that “[o]f the
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poems Adrienne Rich wrote prior to her active involvement in the women’s movement, she
chose only one, ‘Planetarium,’ to publish in a feminist journal” (210). Written before Rich
had came to identify as a lesbian, “Planetarium,” from The Will to Change, represents the
period where Rich wrote “explicitly as a woman” (Arts 130). This represented a critical
juncture when Rich saw the women’s liberation movement actualized through readings,
‘zines, anthologies. The community itself was coming into focus, and thus the community of
the page, the reader/writer exchange began to change for Rich. Bennett cites a 1977
interview with the queer publication Christopher Street in which Rich contextualizes how
this community grew in tandem:
Rich: I think women go to women’s readings for a reason that goes back to the oldest
source of art: in search of community, of a place where words will be spoken that all
can hear and share in, words they aren’t hearing in other places, in classrooms or
workplaces or in the world at large.
Boyd: To be a woman artist before the women’s movement was almost a
contradiction in terms.
Rich: It was possible only for a few, and you were always asking yourself whether
you were in some way a monster. . . . I live most of my life now in a female cognitive
community, which means both as an aesthetic and a political community. (qtd. in
Bennett 215)
This female cognitive community may be the best heuristic yet through which to
read the kinds of work Rich was doing in her poetry. Indeed, in her book-length study on
translating Adrienne Rich into Spanish that focuses on reader-oriented interaction with a
text and reception-aesthetics, Myriam Díaz-Diocartez argues that identifying the implied

183

audience and address (and, particularly, as a feminist one) is a prerequisite before
translating Rich’s pronouns (1). If Rich cites The Will to Change as her first overt shift into
this explicit re-drawing of reading networks, it is “Planetarium” through which to view it. I
do not so much choose this poem as it was chosen for me, handed over by the poet herself
at the close of that most influential essay “When We Dead Awaken.” Rich herself locates
that poem as foundational in her thinking and in her evolution as a writer. From the onset,
her essay challenges modes of scholarship in the West that are, at best, dated and, at worst,
inherently patriarchal and anti-feminist. Her essay works toward rediscovery and frames
this project as literary, historical, and political. Of course, what remains truly radical about
this essay is that Rich’s primary historical subject is, in fact, herself. If we read the essay as
a document of an evolution, remember that Rich cites Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law as a
failure, a document of a consciousness finding new language to describe its positionality.
Rich then moves to the poem “Orion” as a further step in this process of discovery (and it is,
most absolutely, a process). She describes the poem as a “reconnection with a part of
myself I had felt I was losing—the active principle, the energetic imagination, the ‘halfbrother’ whom I projected, as I had for many years, into the constellation Orion” (“When”
45).
It is not until “Planetarium,” though, that this transformation seems complete. Or, if
transformation isn’t right, exactly, then it seems something akin to an awakening. Of her
description of “Planetarium,” we readers receive very little:
There is a companion poem to “Orion” written three years later, in which at last the
woman in the poem and the woman writing the poem become the same person. It is
called “Planetarium,” and it was written after a visit to a real planetarium, where I
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read an account of the work of Caroline Herschel, the astronomer, who worked her
brother William, but whose name remained obscure, as his did not. (“When” 47)
Rich proceeds to quote the full poem, and then, without further address, analysis, or
explication, writes, “In closing I want to tell you about a dream I had last summer” (48).
She’s done; the poem has served its function for her narrative strategy. But this quick move
is not an evasion: in fact, Rich has created a conceptual Russian-nesting-dolls of embedded
history and historiography. In using the details of her personal history (not, merely, of her
writing, but also the details of her life) in this academic context, she employs a nontraditional formal move toward a rhetorical end. But the evidence of her evolution is
proven in a liberatory creative act made up of and defined by the restoration of a silenced
figure. Rich’s “Planetarium” closes (or, more accurately, addresses) a narrative loop, and it
does so by performing the struggle of discovery and investigation, and so it is worth
unpacking how, exactly, the woman in the poem and the woman writing the poem become,
ultimately, the same person.
The poem begins with a note-slash-quasi-epigraph which reads, “Thinking of
Caroline Herschel (1750-1848), astronomer, sister of William; and others” (Collected Poems
301). This present progressive verb, to this reader, sets the tone for the piece: the poem is
not dedicated to her in some rote, traditional sense. It is also not a eulogy. Instead, the
thinking is active, and abstract (“of”). Before “sister of William,” Herschel is listed as
“astronomer,” given a title and purpose and not relegated to a footnote, or companion, or
sidekick; after “sister of William,” of course, Rich notes “and others”. This is a text about a
specific situation, seemingly narrow, but, as the poem will demonstrate, expansive. In my
eyes, the hyper-specificity of the initial subjects is precisely what makes the interplay of
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pronouns and identities so successful as the poem develops. The opening of the poem is
striking: “A woman in the shape of a monster / a monster in the shape of a woman / the
skies are full of them” (lines 1-3). Rich establishes an image stark in its declaratory framing
and also ambiguous in its reach. “[W]oman” seems not to have any direct referent: it is “a”
woman; as yet, it remains unclear if Caroline Herschel is or is not implicated in this
declaration; the “them” of the final line of the stanza also appears indistinct as to whether it
refers to “women” or “monsters” (the chiasmus coupled with the lack of punctuation
strongly enforce this intentional indeterminacy of the “them”). Necessarily, then, the poem
collapses women and monsters as part of its conceptual trajectory.
The next moment, however, I think is where readers may see Rich employing a
strategy that she will come to refine and re-define over the course of her career. In the
second stanza, she writes:
a woman
‘in the snow
among the Clocks and instruments
or measuring the ground with poles’
in her 98 years to discover
8 comets. (lines 4-8).
While this is “a woman,” the move from capital “A” to “a,” slight though it seems, suggests to
me a revision, a new address: this woman, of this stanza, is significant, is not only not a
monster, but is not part of a “them”; her singularity, in some sense, feels vital. The poem
moves into a quotation that stands un-fixed, de-stabilized, not defined, and then resolves
into a seemingly fixed “her.” The effect is that the reader has no real sense of a) which
character speaks b) what the context for this speech might be c) about whom this is being
spoken and d) if the “woman” immediately preceding this utterance could be the speaker.
That this is in fact a line of Caroline Herschel’s we sense but do not fully know, and that lack
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of knowing, that lack of certainty is not a mis-step, but an intentional and deliberate poetic
maneuver.
This lack of specificity gives the poem a sense of mystic power. Voices hover around
it, through it, are available to comment upon the poem, to redirect the poem, to reclaim the
subjects of the poem from actual monsters. Beyond this, the fluid language disconnects the
quotation from a fixed time. It is historical without being locked in or as history. It becomes,
in a sense, renewed. It is also of the time and moment of the poem. The reader experiences
it as a voice other than Rich’s, but the reader’s inability to commodify or compartmentalize
it permits its operating in two worlds, in the hallucinated moment of its historical utterance
as well as the world of the poem, this poem. In the following stanza, Rich employs two
small but significant moves: “she whom the moon ruled / like us / levitating into the night
sky / riding the polished lenses” (lines 9-12). Her use of “us” implicates a new set of
referents and participants, and, beyond that, it moves the poem out of a historical time: the
“us” is a collective in a present, amplified and actualized by her use of the verbs “levitating”
and “riding,” which, because they are in an ambiguous progressive tense (and, de-linked
from their auxiliary verb, may be implied present progressive; implied past progressive,
even, amazingly, implied future progressive), suggest timelessness, or suggest an action
initiated by Herschel that remains unbroken and continued by the “us,” also levitating, now,
also riding, as she did and perhaps still does.
In the next stanzas, we see Rich coordinating multiple senses and multiple notions
of scale: “Galaxies of women” (line 13), with “ribs chilled” (line 14) “in those spaces

of

the mind” (line 15), leading to a stanza of one line, “An eye,” (line 17). This language is
simultaneously wildly abstract in content—space, galaxies—and practice. In the line
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“Galaxies of women, there” the “there”—while seemingly indistinct—productively
complicates matters. It gestures ostensibly toward specificity, but the subject matter makes
such a reading impossible. Similarly, the pronominal adjective “those” of “in those spaces
of the mind” in line sixteen pretends to contextualize the language, but is insufficient in
the face of abstractions so cosmic. Of course, this radical scale stands next to the
strategically corporeal, the “rib” (even with the Biblical illusion, it works bodily), “eye,” and
“mind.” For Rich, the mind connects the body—which is real, present, and urgent—to the
historical, likewise, real, present, urgent. Historical narratives (and their consequences)
manifest themselves in material bodies; thus, material bodies are the ways in which agents
feel, sense, and address historical narratives.
In an essay in What Is Found There called “Woman and bird” [capitalization in
original], Rich addresses in prose the themes found in “Planetarium”—poetry, science,
politics. She writes:
This impulse to enter, with other humans, through language, into the order and
disorder of the world, is poetic at its root as surely as it is political at its root. Poetry
and politics both have to do with description and with power. And so, of course,
does science. We might hope to find the three activities—poetry, science, politics—
triangulated, with extraordinary electrical exchanges moving from each to each and
through our lives. (What Is Found 6)
This verb triangulate I latch on to strongly. It seems essential in understanding
“Planetarium,” in which these three activities are seen perhaps initially at odds, but which
come to be reconciled within the body (and a feminine body, specifically). Significant, too, is
the word “enter,” for it is moments of “us” and “we” and “you” that Rich invites a reader to
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enter, through language, the order and disorder of the poem. For Rich, experiences must be
triangulated through a kind of hyper-aware hallucination of the embodied other. The mind
makes that metaphysical leap, but through the real, lived experience of the body a speaker
truly empathizes with another. This represents the role of the reader: to hallucinate their
body, the body of the poet, and the body of the speaking subject of the poem. This is why
actual speech—rather than paraphrase—must be uttered in the poems: the speech locates
the characters in her poems as historical agents. Quoting characters, for Rich, recognizes
them as people first, representatives second. This may seem obvious, and it is, but it is also
radical as a methodology. It involves a willingness and an eagerness to enter into the
subjectivity of another to confront what is found there.
From this “eye”—which, as with much of this language, exists in the same moment
as potentially figurative, potentially actual—Rich moves into quoted speech: “‘virile,
precise and absolutely certain’” (line 18). While this quote seems to be from Herschel, or at
least clearly about her, it is sourced to Tycho Brahe, a scientist not lost to history, and
whose biography documenting his scientific and intellectual legacy was written as early as
1654. This line feels complex to me, since Brahe seems to represent, in some sense, the
male astronomer-community that excluded women like Herschel, and in fact participated
in that exclusion. The reference to virility and the phrase “absolutely certain” feel ironic,
appear to suggest the fallacy of male-centered thinking. But the language does not read
wholly ironically; it seems, to me, available to re-written, to be reinscribed, to be repackaged to apply to Herschel, and not Brahe. In doing so, Rich challenges the historical
figure and uses his words to re- and ad- dress their very failures. Brahe is, after all, given the
only moment of dialogue that the poet frames rhetorically as such in the statement: “Tycho
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whispering at last / ‘Let me not seem to have lived in vain’” (lines 24-25). It is the only
moment that the reader can assign directly to a subject.
Following this quotation, Rich writes, “What we see, we see / and seeing is
changing” (lines 26-27). I read this opening line as significant not solely for the pronoun
“we”—inclusive, communal—and the verb tense—present, and thus active—but in the
repetition of the word “see,” which I interpret as both actual and idiomatic in its use. I think
Rich conceives of sight as looking, as making visible things buried. Sight leads to
knowledge-formation. This seeing represents change, and it signals a change, a shift in the
poem itself. While an indeterminate “us” has been referenced twice, the poem clearly alters
targets now. It is not solely about Brahe and Herschel but is now very much about us. And
yet, as soon as that “we” has become active, the poem shifts toward a self: “Heartbeat of the
pulsar // heart sweating through my body” (lines 30-31). While the poem implied an “I”
throughout, it is only now Rich references the personal, engages it, and the poet frames it in
relation to ‘my body’ (emphasis mine); it is also worth noting that the line references the
heart, another word that operates simultaneously as figurative and corporeal. The poet has
self-actualized, and in so doing has left us, has become and also transcended Herschel.
In this moment, in this circumstance of receiving impulses, data, pulsars from the
past that are hardly weak but in fact ever-real, ever-urgent, ever dynamic, the form of the
poem shifts radically. Previously told in short stanzas so fractured and fragmented they
distorted cause and effect (and, in turn, speaker and addressee), the poem now resolves—
after a declaration of “I am bombarded yet

I stand” (line 34)—into a strophe in

which a subject narrates, states directly what she has received and how she receives it in
triumphant form:
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I have been standing all my life in the
direct path of a battery of signals
the most accurately transmitted most
untranslatable language in the universe
I am a galactic cloud so deep
so involuted that a light wave could take 15
years to travel through me And has
taken I am an instrument in the shape
of a woman trying to translate pulsations
into images for the relief of the body
and the reconstruction of the mind. (lines 35-45)
In this stanza, Rich folds in all the previously disparate themes of the poem, elements of the
body and mind, pulsation, time, galaxies, translation, signals, the “shape of a woman” and
she harmonizes. She doesn’t narrativize them, exactly. Rich would not claim to know how
the “most untranslatable language in the universe” acts upon her and toward what
locatable end, but she remains aware of this as a process, as something happening to her
mentally, psychically, emotionally. For Rich, this is as close as we may ever get to a modus
operandi: “I am an instrument in the shape / of a woman trying to translate pulsations /
into images /

for the relief of the body / and the reconstruction of the mind” (lines

42-45). As an instrument, Rich recognizes herself as a conduit, a part of a bigger process
and procedure, but something that produces something, exists as a causal component. Her
womanhood, here, is not incidental but a reality, a part of how she receives these
pulsations, part of a larger psychic schema, but also as the pulsations, felt internally, of an
oppressive history that does not cease in its machinations. She, as a poet, tries to translate
her own experiences into a language of images for others.15 She wants “relief of” her body
in that it is the body that stands as the site of trauma. It demands relief through and with a

There is an echo, in my ear, of William Carlos Williams’s summary of his method: ‘No ideas but in
things.’
15
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“reconstruction” of the mind, which exists as the place where these ideas may be
triangulated.
As Bennett argues, this poem represents Rich’s “new relationship to her lyric voice,
her poetic persona, and to her readers—to whom she is now speaking directly for the first
time as woman prophet or seer” (212). And, as Bennett observes, Rich herself notes that “at
last the woman in the poem and the woman writing the poem become the same person”
(“When” 47). It is crucial to map the reader onto this equation. To see this process as only
Rich becoming the woman, and in the act of becoming, is to read it autobiographically.
However, seeing it linked toward a broader community establishes the reader as a
constitutive part of that female cognitive community.
This chapter has employed a number of close readings to draw parallels between
the ways in which Adrienne Rich and John Ashbery defamiliarize deictic markers to
demonstrate and at times personate non-normative networks of readership. And yet, again,
I do want to stress that I appreciate the radical differences between the two, in subjects,
approaches, purposes. But as a final note, I would like to suggest that perhaps part of
impetus for these strategies of (mis)representation are, for both, reactions against
autobiographical readings of poems. Ashbery was famously allergic to discussing the
particulars of his life. Rich, as we shall see, distanced herself from the words
“autobiographical” and “personal” in poetry to such an increasing degree that she outright
decried them by the end of her career. For Ashbery and Rich, the poem is an experiential
field that makes the potentialities of language active. It’s not an autobiography. An antipatriarchal, anti-heterosexist reading network was not taken for granted by either author.
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In Five Temperaments, David Kalstone considers how five poets have come to write
about their lives through their body of work, and what that may tell us about the postWWII American poetry. He concludes by noting, “The new license to write more explicitly
about the self has brought with it in all the poets I have discussed an equal and opposite
awareness of the difficulties of such writing” (202). In Rich and Ashbery, he identifies (in a
way that appears to surprise even himself) the poets that best demonstrate the (necessary)
means of resistance against wholly autobiographical writing. Of Ashbery he says that the
“poems, even in their casual way, stand as a penetrating critique of the autobiographical
impulse in recent American poetry” (200). Of Rich, he writes, “Among these poets
[discussed], only Rich seems impatient with these limitations [of the self], refusing to
accept them, constantly placing herself at new boundaries to be crossed” (202). To a large
degree, this reflects Altieri’s recognition, too: these poets insist upon the person(a) so
acutely in the poems that their status as performance—and the implications of such—must
become part of our inquiry.
In discussing the composition of “Yom Kippur 1984” at a talk in New York City in
1987, Rich provides an echo of Ashbery’s earlier answer about the poem giving rise to the
occasion of the pronouns. Rich points out:
The “I” in a poem, I want to insist, is the consciousness from which the poem comes,
but it’s not the “I” to whom I subscribe when I sign an affidavit, when I set forth facts
in order to get a driver’s license or a passport. It’s not I as in ID card, not the “I” of
whoever’s in my FBI file or Who’s Who. A poem is not a biographical anecdote. (Gelpi
and Gelpi, Adrienne Rich’s Poetry 253)
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Both poets suggest it is the consciousness of the poem and not the biographical subject. We
see for both that the slipperiness of pronominal referent is not necessarily an allergy to
meaning, but an allergy to the autobiographical reading. They may have different reasons
for this unease re: the biographical subject, but I think in both we see how implicitly aware
they are that that mode of reading flattens, reduces, and hollows out the poems themselves.
If these two are especially troubled by issues of biography, we may consider their
relative positions in the 1970s and 1980s. Much has been made of Rich’s confessionalism,
essay writings, personal life. And even more has been said about Rich’s efforts to navigate
this, to seize ownership of the discourse of her self-story. With Ashbery, the issue is more
direct, and also thornier. Ashbery was famously averse to speaking about his “real” life.
Still, I might argue that in some strange sense there are few twentieth century poets more
willing to lay bare their psyche—in all its complexity, mundanity, stop-and-starts,
ambiguities, excuse-me’s—than Ashbery.
It is this period, too, in which the poets were at the forefront of the literary world.
Both had risen from the Yale Younger Poets Prize to the National Book Award. They
represented, in some sense, a convenient narrative of post-war poetry, from Cambridge
and Auden to New York. From early elements in form to a radical poetics. It felt almost …
natural to map the story of American Poetry onto these two separate figures. Together, yes,
they formed something like a recognizable trajectory. But neither poet was comfortable as
biography, as a narrativized subject. It is in Rich and it is in Ashbery that we may most
productively see the ways in which language shows us our innate impulse to group, to
collectivize. It is also through Rich and Ashbery we see the ramifications of that impulse
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toward grouping. In these poets we see that these groups are not prescribed or natural but
fluid, and so made real through the active imagination in the poem.
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FOUR: “a connection to Rich, but also a disconnection, or distinction”
By the time Rich had released her third book Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law in
1963, the poet was, as she understood in it, in a complicated and perhaps even
unsustainable situation in her career. Having established herself (in her early twenties!) as
one of the preeminent American prosodists, Rich had, by this period, begun moving beyond
formal verse. Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law was seen as a breakthrough, occasionally
placed alongside Robert Lowell’s Life Studies, W.D. Snodgrass’s Heart’s Needle, and Anne
Sexton’s To Bedlam and Part Way Back as part of a new, emerging “confessional” mode as
coined by M.L. Rosenthal (64). This grouping was thorny16, as the poets themselves avoided
this labelling, and often distanced themselves from purely autobiographical readings of
their poems, as will be explored in further depth in this chapter. Rich, Sexton, and Sylvia
Plath were peers, writing a new kind of poetry that challenged the gendered domestic
spaces of post-war America. In the essay “What Was Confessional Poetry?,” Diane
Middlebrook describes broadly the contours of the moment:
[Confessional poetry, in particular that of Snodgrass, Sexton, and Plath] investigates
the pressures on the family as an institution regulating middle-class private life,

Even in this tenuous categorization of poets, Rich, in particular, is sometimes presented as an
outlier in this grouping. Dan Chiasson notes that while Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law found “a
new candor,” it was at fault for “hew[ing] to the period, confessional style” (“Boundary
Conditions”). Carolyn Heilbrun doesn’t place Rich in the “traditional” category of confessionalist
poetry, but instead locates Rich alongside a distinctly feminist grouping of poets—including Plath
and Sexton but also Maxine Kumin and Carolyn Kizer, among others—who wedded
autobiographical writing with a confessional mode to create a “form for their uninhibited,
autobiographical impulses” (63). Gregory Orr, while implicitly recognizing that Rich was a
contemporary of Plath, Lowell, and Sexton, nevertheless argues that Rich’s The Dream of a Common
Language belongs to a later variant of the confessionalist moment which he terms “The
Postconfessional Lyric” (653).
16
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primarily through the agency of the mother. Its principal themes are divorce, sexual
infidelity, childhood neglect, and the mental disorders that follow from deep
emotional wounds received in early life. A confessional poem contains a first-person
speaker, “I,” and always seems to refer to a real person in whose actual life real
episodes have occurred that cause actual pain, all represented in the poem. (636)
Of course, Sexton, Rich, and Plath, while contemporaneous, were but acquaintances;
of these confessional or confessional-adjacent figures, only Lowell could rightly claim a
friendship with Rich. As such, the poetry scene of the time, especially in greater Boston,
was not particularly cohesive or coherent. The poets who so critiqued the subtle tyranny of
the domestic space often felt captive to that alienating domesticity. Recollecting this period
in her 1971 essay “When We Dead Awaken,” Rich writes:
About the time my third child was born, I felt that I had either to consider myself a
failed woman and a failed poet, or try to find some synthesis by which to understand
what was happening to me. What frightened me most was the sense of drift, of being
pulled along on a current which called itself my destiny, but in which I seemed to be
losing touch with whoever I had been […] (42-43).
If Rich had announced herself as one of the most significant poets post-World-War-II, it
certainly didn’t feel to her as such.
In her 1971 essay, Rich plainly points out that, significant though Snapshots of a
Daughter-in-Law was for the thematic development of her poetry, it was, still, imperfect.
Rich writes of this time with the language of failure. Of Snapshots, she notes that “[t]he book
was praised […] for its “gracefulness”; I had a marriage and a child. If there were doubts, if
there were periods of null depression or active despairing, these could only mean that I
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was ungrateful, insatiable, perhaps a monster” (42). Rich, then, was triply in a state of
despair, to be 1) frustrated in her work, 2) praised for work she did not believe
represented her, and 3) in an untenable domestic situation that was as suffocating as it was
supposedly idyllic. Rich knew that her poetry was evolving, or, rather, that it had to evolve,
had to accumulate new modes and materials and methods, but she did not yet know what
dimensions that evolution would take in the early ’60s.
That sense of active despairing constituted, paradoxically, the very strands of this
emerging poetry. As Deborah Nelson notes in Pursuing Privacy in Cold War America, her
study of the linkages between confessional poetry and the language of legalese vis-à-vis
surveillance and privacy: “In keeping with the 1960s’ radical questioning of American athome authority and ideology, women poets such as Plath, Rich, Sexton provided evidence
that the threat was no longer just ‘out there,’ it was also ‘in here,’ and its very containment
was making the home unfit for its political purpose” (77). The strictures of containment
reverberated in these poets’ works, uniting them meaningfully in the texts, while also
speaking to their isolation. Nelson continues that “[c]onfessional poetry’s contribution to
public discourse was dismantling domestic ideology through the act of exposure itself”
(77), but in this act, the poets, too, were exposed. Christopher Grobe, in The Art of
Confession, asks: “What happens, though, when the poet’s self is not just the conduit, but
(suddenly) the content of the poem as well?” (45). He argues that this new mode of poetry,
with its employment of personal revelations coupled with the (growing) phenomenon of
public readings, made the biography of the poet present in a way not previously seen in
literary reception. He continues, “[t]ogether, these two forces—confessionalism and the
reading—conspired to make public creatures of poets, yoking the old I of lyric more tightly
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than ever to its living, breathing referent” (45). And yet, as we see in Rich’s descriptions of
her isolated life, these literary circumstances did not provide a sustaining, supportive
literary scene. If anything, it might be argued the work that exposed the tyranny of the
domestic, paired with a reading public that increasingly looked to the materiality of the
poet’s real, biographical life, instead heightened a sense of alienation, of removal. The poets
who lived in metropolitan Boston tended not to regard the moment as one of true
cooperation, but instead—as seen indirectly, in letters, in journal entries—as one of vague
competition.
In Diane Middlebrook’s comprehensive biography of Anne Sexton, Middlebrook
describes a party at Robert Lowell’s house that Rich attended with her husband Conrad and
which, according to Rich, “revolved around Anne Sexton’s celebrity” (110). Interviewing
Rich, Middlebrook quotes her as saying:
I remember feeling that suddenly there was this woman whom Lowell and people
around Cambridge were talking about, this woman who was going to publish a book
called To Bedlam and Part Way Back. I would never have acknowledged it at the
time, but I felt threatened, very competitive with her. There was little support for
the idea that another woman poet could be a source of strength or mutual
engagement. I think I suspected—and not because of some profound character
defect in me—that if she was going to take up space, then I was not going to have
that space. (110-111)
At best, the women poets of this moment were separate from one another interpersonally;
at worst, they were positioned as rivals. This scene represented a far cry from the
horizontally integrated association of writers that Rich came to know at CUNY in the late
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1960s. Even if there were a mode of emergent poetry focusing on issues of privacy,
surveillance, domesticity, and marriage post-WWII, any framing of it as a collective
movement was imposed by reviewers or the press and not by the poets themselves. If
anything, the deepening relationship ushered in by this moment may have been not poetto-poet, but poet-to-audience, as Alicia Ostriker seems to suggest in “Anne Sexton and the
Seduction of Audience” (160). A sense of intimacy with readers was being cultivated in and
through the subject matter and forms of the poems. The same could not be said for the
intimacy of the writing circles, particular amongst the women poets.
That Rich points out to Middlebrook she would not have acknowledged competition
at the time, even if it were present, seems worth noting. The poets critiqued normative
structures of the domestic sphere, but they also seemed to recognize, too, that the moment
was not entirely accepting of an openly feminist poetics. Upon Anne Sexton’s death, Rich
wrote matter-of-factly, “She was not in any conscious or self-defined sense a feminist,” but
also noted that, in works that “allud[ed] to abortion, masturbation, menopause, and the
painful love of a powerless mother for her daughters, long before such themes became
validated by a collective consciousness of women,” Sexton pre-figured and anticipated a
feminist movement (OLSS 123). Plath, in particular, viewed Rich as a rival, one whom she
would and must “eclipse,” often using language that implied there was limited space for
celebrated, living English-speaking women poets: there could only be so many (360). This
sense of Rich as competition, though, emerges primarily through Plath’s diaries rather than
any public statements. Upon reading the six women poets published in the anthology New
Poets of England and America, Plath wrote, “Jealous one I am, green-eyed, spite-seething.
[…] Dull, turgid. Except for May Swenson & Adrienne Rich, not one better or more-
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published than me” (315). In a separate entry explicitly asking herself “Who rivals?,” Plath
mentions Sappho, Rosetti, Dickinson, before noting, among the living, the rivals are (again),
May Swenson, Isabella Gardner, and “most close” Adrienne Rich, whom Plath felt she would
soon surpass (360). In particular, Plath seems intimidated by what she deems as the
“philosophy” found in Rich’s work, a term she uses to describe Rich’s work, as well as the
perceived source of its success, on two separate occasions (466; 469). But Rich also held a
fascination for Plath, who writes in April of 1957 of how she “look[ed] forward to meeting
the long looked-at poetess Adrienne Cecile Rich” (365) at a reading Rich would have with
Ted Hughes at Harvard. In Plath’s journals, it is difficult to read her tone re: Rich as mean or
antagonistic or anything but emulous. But one suspects rivalry took form if admiration
could not.
And yet, while these women did write at the same time, in the same city, precious
little seems to exist of them discussing poetry or poetics. When Plath notes Rich’s
publications in her diary entries, it is not to document how the poems themselves are
operating, but to track Rich’s larger publication record. Or, if issues of the academy did
come up, they were, for example, Plath’s fascination that Sexton wrote “without ever having
gone to college” or Rich’s observation that Plath, who “didn’t think of herself as an educated
person,” operated “as if thrown into a room full of Harvard types and literary critics and so
on: all these super-achieving people” (Middlebrook, Her Husband: Ted Hughes and Sylvia
Plath: A Marriage, 126; Middlebrook, Anne Sexton: A Biography, 110). The poets did seem
aware, however, of the challenges undertaking a literary career alongside the domestic
pressures of motherhood. In that previously mentioned interview with Rich, Middlebrook
asked the poet about Sylvia Plath:
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It was ironic, [Rich] later commented, that the only detail she could remember about
conversations with Sylvia Plath that spring [of 1958] was Plath’s curiosity about
combining motherhood and writing. “I answered something very sage, like ‘It can be
done, but you’d better think about it really hard.’ What I wanted to tell her was
‘Don’t try,’ because I was in such despondency: I’d just had my third child, I was
thirty, and I felt that in many ways my life was over, that I would never write again. I
couldn’t foresee a future different from the past two years of raising children and
being almost continuously angry.” (111)
The poets shared—and knew they shared—similar social and cultural pressures. But these
did not coalesce into a movement or school with shared, articulable poetics.
In the litany of reasons why the confessionalist movement may be hard to pin-down,
the most pertinent may be: no poet self- identified as such. Even Rosenthal, credited with
naming the term, offers Lowell’s poem as a confessional mode, lowercase “C,” not
attempting to name or limn a movement, and framing it, even, as potentially pejorative.
Complicating this notion of non-identification is the very practical notion that these are
poems, well, of confession: that is, they are ostensibly personal and autobiographical. My
emphasis on taxonomy here is less an effort to pin-down confessionalism—a fool’s
errand—but rather to emphasize the ways in which these poets pushed away from
readings that would reduce their poems to mere (auto-) biographical gestures. But the
pressures the poets felt to distance themselves from the autobiographical mode are
evident. In John Berryman’s sweeping epic The Dream Songs, he felt the need to include,
upon re-publishing, the following front-note:
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Many opinions and errors in the Songs are to be referred not to the character Henry,
still less to the author, but to the title of the work. It is idle to reply to critics, but
some of the people who addressed themselves to the 77 Dream Songs went so
desperately astray (one apologized about it in print, but who ever sees apologies?)
that I permit myself one word. The poem, then, whatever its wide cast of characters,
is essentially about an imaginary character (not the poet, not me) named Henry, a
white American in early middle age sometimes in blackface, who has suffered an
irreversible loss and talks about himself sometimes in the first person, sometimes in
the third, sometimes even in the second; he has a friend, never named, who
addresses him as Mr Bones and variants thereof. Requiescant in pace. (xx; emphasis
added)
In describing and quoting a letter that Anne Sexton wrote to her therapist, Dr. Orne,
Middlebrook captures Sexton’s similar frustrations with this phenomenon. Middlebrook
notes that “[t]he autobiographical or “confessional” mode, no less literary for seeming less
literary, invited the reader to equate word with person. […] Readers are taken in by this.
Praising the poem, they create a poet by projection” (qtd. in Middlebrook 83). These
projections were doubly damaging: they trapped the poets in an autobiographical frame,
thereby making the lives of the poets material for and toward study; they also diminished
the poems themselves, eliding or negating entirely craft strategies of persona or
multiplicity of perspective. If the blurring between the presentation of the speaking
situation and the lived reality of the autobiography presented challenges for both poets and
critics alike, perhaps it is Rich herself who represents most clearly this conflict in her
review of Lowell’s work in American Poetry Review in 1973. The subject was, in particular,
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Lowell’s The Dolphin, which used lines from personal letters to Lowell from his wife,
Elizabeth Hardwick, after he had left her (and the couple’s daughter) to live with the
novelist Caroline Blackwood. Even amongst Lowell’s friends, the move struck a sour note.
Elizabeth Bishop, in a letter of restrained but clear protest, challenged Lowell’s blending of
fact and of fiction, of changing Hardwick’s letters for the poems. Colm Tóibín writes that
Bishop “finally could not contain herself,” and Michelle Dean writes of Bishop’s tone as
“carefully measured horror” when she wrote to him, firmly, “But art just isn’t worth that
much” (Tóibín 154; Dean, “Love, Actually”; Bishop qtd. in Tóibín, 155). While Lowell did
alter the book somewhat based on Bishop’s criticisms and reservations, he ultimately kept
portions of Hardwick’s letters in the text. This move struck Rich as nothing less than a
violation, and she famously wrote that Lowell’s defenses and posturing struck her as
“bullshit eloquence, a poor excuse for a cruel and shallow book” (“On History” 186). In
asking for “what purpose?” Lowell would use these letters, Rich, like Bishop, but with much
more vitriol, threw into stark relief the question of how and why the autobiographical
might, in fact, move the poems out of the realm of art and into something else entirely. Rich
seems to imply that the stakes of this project—and criticism around it—demand an active
thinking through of the poet’s relationship to and responsibility toward his work. She
writes, “If this kind of question has nothing to do with art, we have come far from the best
of the tradition Lowell would like to vindicate—or perhaps it cannot be vindicated” (“On
History” 186). This direct response reverberated in the poetry world—in the next issue of
American Poetry Review, Diane Wakoski, in defending Lowell’s project, criticized Rich’s
“attack” as “irresponsible,” and suggested that her “denouncing [of …] the poet’s own life,
his own ill-treatment of women, and his morals” in fact lacked an appropriate critical
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distance and perspective (“Reply to Adrienne Rich” 187). Lowell himself was wounded. By
1973, Rich had long-since left Cambridge, and both Lowell and Hardwick herself had been
critical of Rich’s turn toward feminist poetics and politics (“Love, Actually”). The
publication of this letter marked a swift and permanent schism between the poets, and
Dean points out that Lowell sent a letter to the editor of American Poetry Review “sadly
noting that Rich had once been one of his closest friends”—a fact now firmly left in the past
(“Love, Actually”).
However, while there may be a chronological delineation in the breaking point of
her relationship with Lowell, the last living poet of the loosely-defined Cambridge
confessional moment, Rich’s point of departure in her poetic work from this quasiautobiographical confessional mode is not so easy to pin down. That is, Rich would,
through interviews, public statements, and commentary about her work, re-frame her
relationship to that confessional moment in the coming years. This represents the revisioning Rich, challenging the supposed or imposed linearity or chronology of her work.
Rich’s looking-back to her earlier poetic selves is illuminating insofar as we can see
the poet attempt to tease out rather than definitively locate her latent desires to name or
put shape to a sense of emerging awareness. As discussed previously in this manuscript,
Rich noted in 1984’s “Blood, Bread, and Poetry: The Location of the Poet” she did not
ascribe to “the dominant critical idea that the poem’s text should be read as separate from
the poet’s everyday life in the world. It was a declaration that placed poetry in a historical
continuity” (180). This effort to place the poem in a historical continuity is crucial in
recognizing Rich. But Rich’s statement is not an invitation to read only her everyday life in
the world. I’ve tried to navigate a careful—and, ultimately, impossible—balance of resisting
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causal readings of Rich, of attributing certain poetic gestures to locatable life-events
concerning health, sexuality, or geography, while simultaneously attempting to delineate a
horizonal sense of community, an elaborate network of feminist poets that spoke to one
another literally and figuratively. The “location of the poet” must be, in some sense fluid: a
poet in a specific time and place and embodying realities of race, gender, class, but also
operating in an interwoven intellectual framework that is translocal, transhistorical, and, to
borrow a term that Ostriker uses in Stealing the Language, transpersonal.
Crucially, Rich’s looking back is not simply an effort to re-write the/her past.
Instead, it represents a consistent methodology of Rich’s. In the 1980s and 1990s, when
interviews of Rich began to assume a kind of recognizable frame—the turning away from
meter; the turning away from confessionalism and a rejection of the autobiographical; a
moving toward feminist concerns; utilization of marginalized voices to critique Western,
capitalist institutions—Rich would push against that narrative. In a 1999 interview,
conducted via fax between London and California, Rachel Spence and Rich have the
following exchange:
RS: Increasingly your poetry presents a vehement critique of capitalist North America,
whilst paying tribute to individuals who have resisted, and finding value in private
intimacies and natural beauty. Although your identity as a feminist and lesbian
emerges seamlessly through the writing, gender and sexuality no longer take centre
stage in the majority of your poems. How has this evolution come about?
AR: Gender and sexuality have been crucial to my work from the beginning: there
are poems in my first book, published when I was twenty-one, that (more or less
encodedly) wrestle with those questions. I first took them up head-on in Snapshots
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of a Daughter-in-Law when writing about such things from a critical or
nontraditional perspective was pretty taboo. (Arts 139; formatting in original)
Here we see Rich resist somewhat the implied narrative of the question, noting that from
the very beginning her poems were concerned with the themes that would interest her
throughout her career. The strategies, the codes, had to be different, and certainly became
much more explicit as her work and her sense of her work developed. But, in key Rich
fashion, her extended answer locates her work in the context of a social movement, a
network of political poets that necessarily informed one another’s work. She continues, “By
the mid-1960s, there were political movements in the United States that were challenging
the way things were, challenging many kinds of authority, and these cleared space for a
women’s movement that made gender and sexuality central issues” (139). Again, Rich
weaves together her understanding of her work with complex and nuanced readings of the
social-political landscape of the time. Her tone here and elsewhere is not defensive, nor is it
a kind of intentional fallacy in which the poet controls or directs the meaning of her work.
Instead, she reads her own work as part of and interrogating cultural forces of the moment.
And she reminds, here, the interviewer (and, of course, us) how those cultural forces would
often devalue or limit feminist methodologies, and so her strategies often reflected that
opposition.
The interviewer tries again: “In your most recent work, you are writing from, in your
own words, “a theater of voices.” Why have you chosen to work with and from these
fragmented identities?” and Rich counters:
AR: I don’t think of the voices in my recent work as “fragmented identities” any
more than I see the characters in a play or a novel as “fragmented identities.” Today,
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there’s a banalizing tendency to read all literature as autobiographical, to discount
the real work of the imagination. I’ve been creating characters as the novelist or
playwright might. The literature of the restricted “I” becomes too limiting after a
while, too claustrophobic.
I have always been interested in characters and situations that are not my own,
going back to very early work […]. I also include the presence or actual words of
historical figures, including but not limited to writers. I think if you go back to
Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law, from the early 1960s, you will find such voices. So
this is not a new occurrence in my work. (138-39)
In the 1990s and early 2000s, in interviews such as this, and in Arts of the Possible, Rich
explicitly came to critique autobiographical modes of both writing and reading. Above she
contests a certain mode of reading and thus projection that limits the capacities of the
imagination—and, for Rich, it is in and through the imagination that political change may
occur. In Arts of the Possible she criticizes what she sees as a “personal” mode of writing
that is, in essence, a profit-oriented corporate form of narrative (2). As Rich frames it, these
kinds of stories are pitched as autobiographies or memoirs, but in fact are easily digestible
commodities that market solutions to readers. In advocating for the work that occurs
through imagination—seemingly work done by both writer and reader, in tandem—Rich
also laments “when poems are treated as personal biography or as paraphrasable
narratives” (Arts 139). This moment strikes me as essential. Rich is not only resisting
reading that may intrude upon her life and her privacy (—though that would certainly be
defensible!). It is through a mode of biographical reading that the content is diminished,
flattened, rendered static. In this reading, the summarized content becomes divorced from
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the dynamism and interplay (and ambiguity, productive indeterminacy, shifting
subjectivities) meant to occur through the reading of the text.
Later, Spence tries once more to get Rich to frame this as a new evolution, asking,
“In Midnight Salvage, you constantly allude to and quote historical figures of resistance. Why
are you drawn now more than ever to the art and voices of the revolutionary?” (Arts 141).
And, once more, Rich resists, again circling back to “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” as
part of a three-decade-process:
AR: I think I’ve brought figures of resistance into my poetry for quite a while—going
back to the voice of Mary Wollstonecraft in “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law”
(1960). History has always felt to me an immense resource for art, and poetry as a
place where history can be kept alive—not grand master narratives, but otherwise
forgotten or erased people and actions. (141)
This mode of referring back to Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law is, while it may be rooted in
truthfulness, also part of a strategy. If Rich has seemed to have had a hand in molding her
critical response, as Sylvia Henneberg and Cheryl Colby Langdell both explore, it is not, I
argue, to explain what her poems mean, or how they should be interpreted. Instead, Rich
seems, in her re-visionary mode, most consistently driven by an effort to re-direct causal
narratives. Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law represents a foundational moment and a
foundational text, for aligned but ultimately different reasons. Rich has written in multiple
instances that that book represented a moment when she was finally able to address
personal and protofeminist concerns in a developing but nevertheless self-fashioned
style—without “gloves,” as she puts it, in “When We Dead Awaken” (40). This period of the
early 1960s through 1970, though, marked tremendous social change for Rich: moving to
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New York City; the death of Arnold Rich; the suicide of Alfred Conrad; an explicit
identification with the women’s liberation movement. Rich’s strategy, then, is to
disentangle the biographical from the poetic; she critiques the methods of the biographicalreading/autobiographical-writing. She insists—argues may be the wrong word—that from
the onset her work was not part of a confessional mode, and is not, later in her career,
employing a polyphonic, historically-minded or globally-minded poetics. In fact, the public
lyric was part of her personal lyric as far back as 1963; it is we who need to do the revisioning.
In a separate interview referenced in the previous chapter, held via the Poetry
Division of the Modern Language Association in 1998, Rich is asked again about the
proliferation of selves and selfhood in her poetry. While the questioning is more
generalized than Spence’s, the questions do seem to reflect a reading of Rich’s work in the
1990s—particularly An Atlas of the Difficult World and Dark Fields of the Republic—as being
somehow less explicitly “about” gender than her work in the 1970s and 1980s. Rich notes
that, in the 1950s, poetic choices “specific to a female life were implicitly, if not explicitly,
devalued and patronized” (Arts 129). We see Rich seeking to delineate the conditions under
which she wrote Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law. If there were certain poetic applications
“devalued,” Rich’s project was to show the circumstances under which her new
methodology re-valued marginalized voices. We see a version of Rich in Snapshots creating
a “genealogy of inspiring female precursors,” utilizing the primary texts such as those of
Emily Dickinson and Simone de Beauvoir to conjure a figure equally mythical and
inevitable that might free women from the likes of the male figures in the poem that
represent so much historical oppression (Ford, “‘Inventing”). While critics ranging from
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Rachel Blau Du Plessis to David Kalstone would compare the titular poem “Snapshots of a
Daughter-in-Law” to a kind of (proto-) feminist “The Waste Land,” many critics, such as
Walter Kalaidjian observe that “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” always represented
somewhat of a curious confessional intervention. Noting that the long poem combines both
confessional themes with allusions to Horace, Samuel Johnson, and Mary Wollstonencraft
alike, the author “retriev[es] a “re-visionary” poetics in the face of patriarchy” (Blau Du
Plessis 125; Kalstone 146; Kalaidjian 151). Blau Du Plessis seems to argue for the latent but
unmistakably present “protofeminst identification with women as a structurally separate
group” in the text while simultaneously searching for a biographical, causal explanation for
the development of this consciousness (125-126). Her ultimate assessment—“these poems
[in Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law] about the interaction of history and consciousness
reveal that nothing—not the most hidden aspects of the psychic life of the individual—
exists apart from the pressures of a historical era” strikes me as a key insight (129). From
the beginning Rich was concerned with the ways in which the lyric “I” of the confessional
moment was incomplete and insufficient. Her resistance toward the confessional moment
was not strictly the result of disillusion with the relative isolation of women poets in this
time period, nor was it an inability to present the personal with the same level of candor as
Sexton, Lowell, or Plath. Instead, it was, from the onset, a deep skepticism of the function of
the lyric “I” in a Western tradition that had encoded that “I” as masculine, as white.
If Rich’s review of Lowell’s The Dolphin is oft-quoted for its “bullshit eloquence” line,
it is worth observing how she critiques Lowell’s History in the same review. Her frustration
there is not about Lowell’s violation of Hardwick’s trust, but how his form uses historical
reference—as she had done extensively in Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law, and in books
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like The Dream of a Common Language or The Will to Change—for purely selfish ends. She
writes that “History is a book filled with people: Robespierre, Timur, Allen Tate, old
classmates, old lovers, relatives, Che Guevara, Anne Boleyn, King David, poets dead and
alive, Kennedys and kings. Or perhaps I should say that for poetry Lowell uses real people,
versifies and fictionalizes them at will, and thus attempts to reduce or dominate them” (“On
History” 186). It seems that this effort to reduce, dominate, or coerce into poetic text
actually commits the double sin of representing fairly neither the psyche of the individual
speaker nor the character of the historical referents. With people used as Lowell uses them,
the speaker and the subjects do not operate cooperatively or collectively. Or, perhaps more
to the matter at hand: presented that way, the “I” cannot be seen as operating contingently.
But it’s through this sense of contingency that the “I” operates because of and within social,
cultural, and political forces. It operates alongside and along with those historical voices,
and this animates Rich’s vision of the speaking “I” of the lyric.
Describing it as Rich’s lyric “I”/“Eye,” Cheryl Colby Langdell in The Moment of
Change traces Rich’s development of the lyric “I” from her first books all the way through
Fox in 2001. She writes that that “I”/“Eye” is “ever-changing, shifting, forever transforming
itself from book to book, and is subtly influenced by her current readership, current events,
perceptions, recognitions, and theory she is encountering at the moment of writing” (242).
In The Dream and the Dialogue, Alice Templeton too suggests that Rich’s lyric “I” is itself a
revolutionary methodology, citing “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” as the moment Rich
transcended the traditional lyric form (13). Templeton17’s work argues that Rich’s singular

It should be noted that Templeton is more critical of “Snapshots” than other lyric poems because,
in her eyes, it “calls on the reader to be conversant in the very discourse of dominant culture that
the poem tries to displace” (35).
17
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intervention in the lyric is to bring the reader into a dialogic strategy with the poem. She
writes:
Rich’s dialogic feminist poetics significantly revises the romantic poetics of
monological consciousness by overtly problematizing the ethical stance of the lyric
self. The lyric self is no longer a site of aesthetic power that seeks to reconcile
multeity into unity, or that despairs of that reconciliation, but the site where
hermeneutic and ethical choices are made and questioned in the interest of
clarifying the existential possibilities open to the poet and the reader. (30)
By insisting upon a distinctly feminist methodology, Rich revises the traditional Romantic
lyric sensibility, placing the self in a highly mediated social world. Rich’s “I” is a highly
active one, taking neither the speaking self nor the reading self for granted, or as a given.
The personal is not lost or abandoned, but the personal is not the only world of the poem.
Concerning Diving into the Wreck, Templeton writes:
Most of the poems are lyrics of a sort—they center on the subjectivity of the speaker
attempting to relate to those people and things around her; they concern the mode
of perception as well as the thing perceived; and they are ethically attentive—but
unlike modern romantic lyrics, they consciously attempt to negotiate private
emotions and public landscapes specifically by means of feminist theory. To ignore
their testing and figuration of theory is to miss the poet’s complex philosophical,
political, and aesthetic effort. (35)
Because the poems invite the world of the social—demand upon its reconciliation—the
poems engage differently than traditional lyrics, for Templeton. They become part of a
larger ethical-political framework and invest that framework with a sense of active
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creation. And it is in and through the world of the ethical that the speaking subject must
exist in a socially mediated matrix. Templeton argues that “Rich is consciously concerned
with her poetry’s ethical implications for the writer, the reader, and the subject of the
poem. Her poems deliberately undermine strictly aesthetic readings as they point out the
contingencies of their own ‘cognitive’ conclusions” (144). The poems move away from the
myth of a solitary speaking figure and insist upon a cultural participation of a reader. We
need to understand her lyric as necessarily engaging a broad range of historical actors that
the speaking “I” and the reading public continually reassemble. Both Dan Chiasson and
Meena Alexander have used the term “palimpsest” to approach the speaking self of Rich’s
work (Chiasson, “Boundary Conditions”; Alexander 44). Alexander sees Rich’s long poems
in particular as employing a kind of “lyric time,” in which the speaking subject, through
disjunction, crosses temporal and spatial borders, cleaves selves, and inhabits a multiplicity
of speaking positions. Her lyric “I” is less a self speaking to a self than a palimpsestic “I,”
writing and re-writing the self throughout history.

Willard Spiegelman, in “Driving to the Limits of the City of Words,” uses the
metaphor of “weaving,” as “a way of interlacing voices, echoes, or motifs,” to read Rich’s
work (383). For Spiegelman, this technique, which he argues Rich “hit upon” in Snapshots of
a Daughter-in-Law, crystallizes in “Culture and Anarchy,” which he describes as proceeding
“chunk by chunk, verse paragraphs sprawled on the left-and-right hand margins, a first
person voice interspersed with italicized fragments from nineteenth-century women’s
letters and diaries” (383). This form allows the poem to demonstrate the multiplicity of
experience. Wendy Martin suggests the poem “juxtaposes past and present in order to
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provide a comprehensive portrait of female friendship, female community, and female
vision” (218). It is this vision that Rich is undertaking in her lyrics: her “I” is not singular
but comprehensive. Her lyric “I” is a feminist “I” that over the course of a poem shifts,
refracts, becomes polyvocal and personal at once. The length of “Culture and Anarchy” (the
second-longest in A Wild Patience Has Taken Me this Far, and the longest not told in
discrete sections) prohibits the kind of nitty-gritty close reading of say, deixis, grammar,
syntax done in chapter three, but any discussion of Rich and polyvocality would be
insufficient without reference to this poem. In this sprawling epic-lyric Rich incorporates
and with equal parts ferocity and virtuosity the need of the past to speak to the present. As
argued in the last chapter, it is this moment in Rich’s career that she began to insist upon a
feminist reading community that would be willing to contest strategies of normative
reading and/or a normative reader. A presentation of “Culture and Anarchy” as
documented in the Notes section should speak to its titanic scale, scope, and significance:
“Culture and Anarchy”: The title is stolen from Matthew Arnold’s collection of essays
by the same name, published in London, 1869. The sources for the voices of
nineteenth-century women heard in this poem are as follows: Diaries of Susan B.
Anthony, 1861: letter from Anthony to her sister, 1883, both from Ida Husted
Harper, The Life and Work of Susan B. Anthony (Indianapolis and Kansas City:
Bowen-Merrill, 1899); Jane Addams, Twenty Years at Hull House (New York:
Macmillan, 1926); Elizabeth Barrett-Browning, letter to Anna Brownell Jameson,
1852, in Frederick Kenyon, ed., The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning (New York:
Macmillan, 1898), vol. 2; Ida Husted Harper, introduction to Susan B. Anthony and
Ida Husted Harper, The History of Woman Suffrage (1902) vol. 4; Elizabeth Cady
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Stanton, speech “On Solitude of Self,” in Anthony and Harper, The History of Woman
Suffrage, vol. 4; Elizabeth Cady Stanton, letter to Susan B. Anthony, in Harper, The
Life and Work of Susan B. Anthony, vol. i. (Collected Poems 1128)
To summarize: the poem is composed of speeches, of letters, of introductions, all
from some of the most influential and foundational figures in the history of women’s
liberation and modern American intellect. The women operate within their recognizable
spheres of influence, but also beyond them, as part of a larger culture of activism. Even the
title reads to me as a nod toward genre-expansion—while Matthew Arnold’s “Dover Beach”
stands as one of the core texts of Western prosodic tradition, his influence as a cultural
(and, also, pedagogical) critic Rich chooses to reference here.
As with “For Julia in Nebraska” (discussed in chapter three), “Culture and Anarchy”
opens with poetic gestures that may seem at home in a more romanticized, lyric tradition,
essentially non-narrative—the assonance and consonance of “Life-tingle of angled light”
(line 5); the meditation on flora; the invocation of seasons. That is, the poem opens, for lack
of a better word, conventionally. However, around line nine, when the fractured
indentation resolves into something approximating a consistent strophe, the poet shifts
registers, mentioning “pamphlets on rape, / forced sterilization” (lines 11-12), and
references The Life and Work of Susan B. Anthony in a sustained block of text stretching
across sixteen lines and multiple stanzas. Indeed, by the end of Anthony’s passage, the
majority of the poem’s language thus far belongs to her. Even the first utterance of an “I”
speaker is in Anthony’s text. The block of text is lineated, and many of the lines are endstopped, particularly with use of ellipses, which seem to indicate a strategy of assembly.
Two moments of particularly forceful enjambment reveal the ways in which Rich moves
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Anthony’s work into the realm of the poetic utterance: “The women’s committee failed / to
report” (lines 21-21), and “possible compensation for this / merciless war” (lines 29-30).
Both moments of line-breakage hinge upon a criticism of address. Anthony represents for
Rich a pivotal figure not solely for her achievements, but for outlining the work that need
still be done, at the time of her life and beyond. To revisit the Foreword to On Lies, Secrets,
and Silence, it is worth quoting Rich at length discussing the initial activator of this poem,
Susan B. Anthony, and a later speaker in this poem, Elizabeth Cady Stanton:
In October 1902, Elizabeth Cady Stanton died at the age of eighty-seven. Susan B.
Anthony had worked with her for thirty years. Together, they had learned the
meaning of activism in the abolitionist movement. Together, over the cradles of
Stanton’s seven children, they had hammered out political strategy and speeches;
together they had traveled from town to town organizing suffrage meetings;
together had faced abuse and indignation, caricature and slander; together had
argued, disagreed, and persevered through the bonds of an unremitting love and
loyalty. Anthony, bereaved both of her most intimate friend and most trusted
colleague, found herself on Stanton’s death beset by reporters, whose questions
revealed how little they knew and understood of the movement she and Stanton had
labored in for half a century. Her cry of impatience could strike a chord of
recognition in radical feminists today [1978]: How shall we ever make the world
intelligent on our movement? (9; emphasis in original)
Having used Susan B. Anthony in this way, as a co-narrator, as a participant of sorts,
Rich then writes “Upstairs, long silence, then / again, the sudden torrent of your typing,” in
a move that will be common in the text—personal reflection after an explosion of the
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historical (lines 32-33). These lines also introduce Rich’s common integration of an unintroduced and ubiquitous “you” that hovers over the text, complicit and implicated and
never fully pinned-down. This “you” appears even before the lyric “I” does. The lines also
reinforce references to writing and typing. These continued call-backs to writing and the
situation of the poem create an ars poetica of an altogether contemporary sort. The poems
do not reference poetry in so far as that’s simply what a writer does; these explicit
mentions of writing here are, at the core, treatises on poetry in the age of political activism,
on the role and function and value of poetry in a politicized world. In this sense the blurring
of the personal/public “I” in form is announced through and with the semantic content. It is
worth noting, too, that the typing referenced is not Rich’s typing: it is the typing of the
unknown you, the unknown author(s). The reader is writing. We also experience this
through present-ness: “Rough drafts we share,” Rich writes next, “each reading / her own
page over the other’s shoulder” (lines 34-35). To reiterate: this process is dialogic;
communicative; and, also, we see, in drafts, able to be modified and changed as others read.
It is, also, through and of women.
As with “Planetarium,” this sharing and movement becomes active, described as “An
energy I cannot even yet / take for granted: picking up a book / of the nineteenth century,
reading there the name / of the woman whose book you found” (lines 36-37). Rich is
caught in a web of writing, reading, addressing a you, receiving transmissions from decades
past, and all these constellate in this moment of discovery, even if the exact kind of
discovery itself is ineffable. Understanding becomes recognized as a dynamic process, and
the figures who help and aid and have helped and have aided and will help and will aid are
listed without punctuation—Elizabeth Ellet, Elizabeth Barrett, Elizabeth Blackwell, Frances
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Kemble and more, at tremendous speed. The unique rhetoric of Rich is such that, with
other poets, this listing might serve as that, as a list. With Rich it serves as an invocation
and a cast of characters as her historical figures are given speech, re-animated, and so a list
functions descriptively and demonstrably. This not about these people; this is with these
people. Lines 49-58 in the next stanza are themselves quoted speech, now unfixed,
traceable and also applicable to a whole corpus of moving, shifting voices, and the stanza
ends with an assertion operating across and through time, uttered in the past and urgent in
the/our—the “we” of the final line—present: “How much the world of literature has lost /
because of their short and ill-environed lives / we can only guess . . .” (lines 56-58; emphasis
in original).
In correspondence, the poetic register of our present-day setting grows urgent, wild,
as meadows themselves “grow guttural” (line 61) and the blazes “in her clump of knives”
(line 67) and the “weedpod swells and thickens” (line 75) in this nature-scene so that “No
one can call this calm” (line 76). Jane Addams speaks next to this anarchic environment,
this changing landscape, in “clinging only to the desire to live” (line 81; emphasis in original)
and “refusing to be content / with a shadowy intellectual / or aesthetic reflection” (lines 8385; emphasis in original) such that, now, in the present, we are delivered, in “finally the
bursting of the sky / power, release,” (lines 86-87) and it becomes impossible to discern
which tense the reader or poet or author exist in, if any singular moment at all. Other
characters widen the scope of inquiry, which is now not merely personal, but centuriesspanning. Elizabeth Barrett is quoted in a letter to Anna Jameson for a stanza, asking the
woman, pointedly, “ . . . and is it possible you think / a woman has no business with questions
/ like the question of slavery? / Then she had better use a pen no more” (lines 95-98). The
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collage expands, addresses figures like Harriet Tubman, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Sojourner
Truth, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and others, and folds them into an active document, one that
performs its own emancipatory poetics. This leap, while conceptual, remains rooted in the
political realities of a specific crisis of a specific time and place. To continue from the
Foreword, in Rich’s reference to Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton in her
Foreword to On Lies, Secrets, and Silence:
As I write this, in North America 1978, the struggle to constitutionalize the equal
rights of women finds itself facing many of the same opponents that the fight for the
ballot confronted[. . .] Susan B. Anthony understood that the demand for the ballot
was a radical demand [. . .] We have only to read [Anthony’s] published letters,
papers, and speeches, to recognize that she was a remarkable political philosopher,
who deeply loved and was loved by women and drew on that love for her strength
and persistence; who understood how both middle-class marriage and factory labor
enslaved women; who comprehended to the full, and never compromised upon, the
radical symbolism of the constitutional amendment for which she and Stanton
fought for a lifetime, and whose ratification neither lived to see. (9-10)
While I recognize this chapter has quoted quite a few long sections from this
Foreword, it is crucial to see that Rich links Anthony’s actions, and Stanton’s, too, in a
symbolic chain of equality for women in terms of voting, of labor, of sexual liberation, of
race, etc. The utterance of an “I” would be impossible without their work; the “I” depends
upon it and them. The language of these forebearers—the published letters, the papers, the
speeches that Rich cites—may be opened up and re-activated to speak toward others, with
others, and vice versa. The “I” constitutes itself through the utterance of others; she both
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aligns herself with them, but also necessarily articulates her independence from them. The
“I” must be fluid. It is not that the “I” is inseparable from the historical record, but rather
that she becomes recognizable and discrete by moving through the historical record. This
listing of names beginning at line 110 functions as a nothing less than a political necessity.
This list of course addresses, too, “all those without names / because of their short and illenvironed lives” (lines 116-117), using the language of a separate historical moment and a
separate poetic moment within this very performance to include rather than exclude in a
feminist literary methodology. In fact, this movement toward those without names is the
only movement that would make sense, as each figure reveals and demands another
obscured and erased by history.
If the speed and expanse of this fever pitch dizzies the reader, it dizzies the poet, too,
who, reading a volume with “gilt letters spelling: THE HISTORY OF HUMAN SUFFERING”
(lines 123-124) must step back, must balance herself. The weight of history and its overlap
destabilizes her very perceptual apparatus, but she seeks out and needs that
destabilization. The “I” speaker through these pulsations and communications makes
conceptual connections that feel real, feel threaded and stitched together in her present
field of awareness:
I brush my hand across my eyes
—this is a dream, I think—and read:
THE HISTORY OF WOMAN SUFFRAGE
of a movement
for many years unnoticed
or greatly misrepresented in the public press
its records usually not considered
of sufficient value to be
officially preserved [lines 125-133)
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and so we read this as both a preservation and also a revelation. The pacing has changed
from the beginning of this poem: the “I” is changing. This suggests the “I” is not
immaterial—the poem is not non-lyric, not anti-lyric. The “I” is fluid, but it is also not
simply anyone. It has undergone a personal transformation. The effect mimics that of an
author learning, feeling, responding to new information. But whereas it had been
ghettoized before and marginalized, it is reaffirmed now at and as present, and Rich locates
the sensation in a list of verbs done to, experienced by, and felt through the body: “OF
HUMAN SUFFERING: borne, / tended, soothed, cauterized, / stanched, cleansed, absorbed,
endured / by women” (lines 138-141). The quotations at this juncture in the poem no
longer alternate between a discernible implied author and quoted speaker; they evolve
toward two stanzas composed entirely of quoted speech. In this way, the historical has
transcended the author, has accessed a kind of cosmic dialogue, has de-linked from history,
and in addressing “a complete emancipation / from all the crippling influences of fear” (lines
150-151) ends in the extraordinarily rare (and only, in this poem) non-numbered section
break. The moment has reached, if not solution, transcendence.
The poem then refers back to its initial narrative, implied speaker and the “long
silence” that seems to have followed the explosive polyphony of the previous lines (line
155). But this speaker is reconstructed herself, is reflective and reflexive, considering how
the “you” has helped her, how this “you” has “given back to me / my dream of a common
language / my solitude of self” (lines 160–163). This you seems plural, necessarily mutlibodied, multi-voiced, multi-racial, multi-historical, united in language, if not necessarily a
singular time or body or place. What it gives the poet is a sense of self back. It returns
something to the author; it returns the author to herself. Invocating the reader as “you,” it
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suggests that reading itself is constitutive, reciprocally. The historical markers in this poem
in their extraliterary utterances do not inform the author’s sense of self in a tidy how-to of
discovery. In a Whitman-esque fashion, the self amplifies, contains multitudes, yes.
However, what this chapter has tried to argue is that the struggles of others are not mere
material for self-motivation. They don’t simply serve the lyric “I.” The struggles of others
are the products of locatable bodies in locatable material circumstances, and to serve them
honorably and honestly means not to flatten those circumstances, but to transmit and
transmute them. Because these women were silenced they cannot be paraphrased; they
must speak in their own voices, in and with the poem. And in that speaking they also
constitute the speaking subject. Toward this end, Rich closes with extraliterary speech,
removes herself from announcing her own closure and allows us to re-distribute, reassociate, and re-apply address of “I” and “you” and “our” and “we”:
I should miss you more than any other
living being from this earth. . .
Yes, our work is one,
We are in aim and sympathy
And we should be together. . . . (lines 170-174)
This chapter has attempted to work through Rich’s tenuous-in-the-moment and
tenuous-after-the-fact relationship to her contemporaries in Cambridge in the early part of
the career. My efforts have been to re-frame Rich’s difficulties with the autobiographical as
inherent problems with the tradition of the lyric “I,” one rooted in patriarchal, normative
codes. The previous chapter worked through Rich’s cultivation of a feminist cognitive
community, and this chapter has attempted to advance how that cognitive community
activates readership. Seen as dynamic and active, this readership represents the social,
cultural, political matrix through which an “I” may actualize. The lyric “I” is always a
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socialized “I,” and it is through her recognition and understanding of that process that she
may undertake that self-articulation. Rich aims to embed this socialization—through
polyvocality, through indeterminate and ambiguous pronouns, through historical allusions,
—into the actual reading experience of the poem. The last chapter and this one have
focused primarily on Rich’s work in the late ’70s and early ’80s because it is this moment in
which Rich began emphasizing and noting her use of historical sources. If in the late ’50s
Rich had begun dating her poems to inscribe them as politically and culturally constructed,
it is in this period that Rich began making use of “Notes” sections in her book to make
visible the dialogic nature of her lyrics. And so while the selection of introductory,
prefatory, supplemental, and appendicular material might seem at first an odd angle
through which to confront the lyric, I would argue that, for Rich, it is essential to start there.
These are frames, and the frames are how an “I” is able to see oneself. It is in these
polyvocal poems that we can understand Rich’s radical approach to the lyric. It is an
altogether new undertaking, rejecting both biography and also narrative. It is a feminist
lyric, a speaking “I” mediated. Rich’s social history works within her very poems in a mode
constitutive rather than simply companionate.

By expanding the type of materials that may function in a lyric, Rich implicitly asks
us to re-consider the lyric altogether. Her poetics of multiple identification resides in an
expansive understanding of literature beyond any received canonicity. In that way, it must
also absorb a wide array of documents and artifacts, literary and non- alike, personal and
public both. A lyric that does not consider itself as simultaneously public and personal is
one that perpetuates the myth of tradition of literature past. Her inclusion is conceptual
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and also literal: through form she crosses these divisions. Rich recognizes that these
boundaries, while fictive in a theoretical sense, are real in a political/actualized sense. As
such, her movement across borders (of space, race, time, gender) are not arbitrary or easy
but intentionally made and seen as difficult. The reader must navigate them in her reading
to understand them as operative. The written word or spoken word represents an agentic
struggle because at its core it is an act. As such, an act involves the body, and, in Rich’s
poems, it is a sense of body triangulated through writer – reader – subject.
“The difficulty of saying ‘I’”—a phrase Rich attributes to Christa Wolf, and a
rhetorical situation which anchors Rich’s “Notes Towards a Politics of Location,” the final
essay of her collection Blood, Bread, and Poetry: the issue of the “I” speaking subject was for
Rich as much a political issue as it is an aesthetic one. As argued in the first part of this
chapter and in the previous chapter, Rich’s difficulty in saying “I” stemmed from an unease
of explicitly autobiographical readings of poems as well as a confrontation of the lyric “I”.
While other so-called confessional poets similarly rejected the autobiographical, it was Rich
who was utilizing a polyvocal “I” that challenged the tradition of the lyric. Beyond those
issues of personal representation and readerly reception, though, Rich’s “I” demonstrated a
radical reevaluation of the function of the lyric “I” as, instead, a contingent “I,” one
inhabited by a body that was always gendered, and, as such, imbricated in cultural and
social forces. As such, it is perhaps necessary to look at the poet’s nearest affiliations not
through contemporaneity, but displaced a bit in time. The argument is that poets in the
latter-half of the century, in particular, Claudia Rankine, best represent the analogues to
Rich’s overarching poetics. Rankine, born nearly thirty-five years after Rich, wrote the
introduction to Rich’s Collected Poems and references Rich often in interviews as one of two
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foundational writers (the other being James Baldwin) in the development of her poetry and
poetics. Rankine openly speaks of Rich as one of the writers who first jarred a college-aged
Rankine from the normative, white, heterosexist male canon. Rankine’s collective lyric is
certainly less historical than Rich’s, but her efforts to fragment it are fundamentally rooted
in making the lyric plural. And so it is through Rankine we may trace a transpersonal
lineage of the contingent “I” and re-visit the stakes of the social lyric.
In a recent article in PMLA titled “The Atlantic Ocean Breaking Our Heads: Claudia
Rankine, Robert Lowell, and the Whiteness of the Lyric Subject,” Kamran Javadizadeh
isolates a line from Robert Lowell which Rankine appropriates in Citizen as a springboard
to interrogate the racialized “I” of Lowell’s confessional lyrics. He argues that Life Studies
constitutes the representative text through which (or perhaps against which) Rankine
“navigates her relation to the long history of the expressive lyric” (476). Javadizadeh draws
heavily from a Claudia Rankine interview with David L. Ulin first published in the Winter
2016 issue of The Paris Review titled “The Art of Poetry No. 102.” Javadizadeh describes
how the “ease” of the autobiographical “I” in Lowell seems to have struck Rankine as faulty
and also limited in its scope (Javadizadeh 476). Instead of seeing the self as a “contingent
and shifting site,” as Rankine does, Javadizadeh argues that Lowell positions his “I” as
centrally uncontested—and thus, he argues, as white (476). Using Victoria Jackson’s
framing of a lyricization that posits white universalism as a normative condition of the lyric,
especially within the frame of New Criticism, Javadizadeh asks, “Once the idea of a
transcendent lyric subject—the end result of a century and a half of lyricization—has been
exposed as a form of white innocence, how can a poet retain intimacy allowed by the lyric
tradition without replicating its pernicious political effects? Why even try?” (476-77).
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Later, he rephrases one of Rankine’s rhetorical questions from the original interview as,
“How, in other words, can poetry continue to offer the opportunities for mutual recognition
once thought of as lyric’s purview after the very idea of the lyric has been exposed as
theoretically naïve, even politically suspect?” (Javadizadeh 477). While these may be
rhetorical questions, they are sincere: Javadizadeh is trying to answer for both Rankine and
for himself how a recuperated lyric might reveal erasures, might make visible and thus
fracture faulty models of white male universality. As Javadizadeh observes, Rankine is very
much concerned with and in the function of the lyric, “invested in its capacity for staging
interiority” (477). After all, it is not incidental that Rankine’s last two books of poetry
contained the same subtitle—An American Lyric.
It is worth stepping back for a moment and going to the primary source under
discussion, here, the interview itself. Repeatedly, the interview addresses conventions (and
thus both expectations of and deviations from) genre, and how those reflect ways in which
a text may be typically read. Referring to a section of Citizen, Ulin asks about terminology,
noting that Rankine called a section of the book an “essay.” Rankine responds that, at that
moment, at that section of the book, it was important that the facts of that one situation be
non-negotiable, could and would be coherent and stable so that “a reader could go to
YouTube and look up the moments I referred to in her life” (Rankine “Art”). Of course, the
“essay” isn’t solely non-fiction, either, and operates in a sort of liminal space, not a
conventional lyric nor a discernible work of prose. Rankine attempts to clarify this by
offering, “I didn’t want it to be a traditional lyric because I wasn’t trying to create an
internalized consciousness for Serena Williams […] I needed a form that would allow me to
do that, and so I ended up with the essay (“Art”). And, in the very next breath, she muddies
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it, adding: “That said, it’s a lyric essay, not an essay essay, because it was written to fit into
Citizen” (“Art”). After a moment of prompting, Rankine points out that the lyric essay
“utilizes many of the techniques of poetry—repetition, metaphor, elision, for example,”
beyond the kind of atypical logic that the interviewer points out. “I love,” Rankine then
continues, “finding the lyric in nontraditional spaces” (“Art”).
Ulin attempts to juxtapose this section of Citizen on Serena Williams against the first
section of the book, which is composed of short vignettes thematically connected but not
narratively so, and told in the second person. This, for him, raises the issue of address, as
Serena Williams is seemingly static, and, as such, addressable—a point which Rankine
contests. For Rankine, any perceived knowledge about a comprehensible, utterable version
of Williams is socially mediated. This prompts Ulin to ask, “How addressable are you?”
(“Art”). While not positing any of Rankine’s texts as autobiographical, Ulin attempts at one
point to reconcile the notion of “Claudia Rankine” as knowable, stable, biographical subject,
with the intentionally destabilizing formal gestures in her work, in which a subject-position
is often intentionally indeterminate. Rankine considers this within the scope of her entire
body of work. In one exchange:
INTERVIEWER
As we were saying earlier, your work often moves between voices and tenses—first person, third person, present, past—as if to blur the specifics of
the self.
RANKINE
I think this is because from the beginning, even in Nothing in Nature Is Private, as a
black person in the United States, I was always myself and a black person in the
United States, you know? I was simultaneously myself personally and also myself
historically—
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INTERVIEWER
Your interior self. (“Art”)18
It is roughly at this moment that Rankine recounts her undergraduate education that
Javadizadeh writes about, describing how Lowell and Berryman and the “confessional
impulse” were productively challenged by her instructor, Louise Glück, and the nonautobiographical modes of the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets (“Art”).
Of particular note, though, is how Rankine frames her development of her
autobiographical “I.” Asked about her explicit writing of confession in Don’t Let Me Be
Lonely, Rankine says:
The autobiographical impulse grew out of a push against the modernist
universalizing of the “I”—no one wanted to be Auden or Eliot anymore. Lowell,
James Wright, Amiri Baraka, and Adrienne Rich—they all rejected their early work
for a more authentic and accountable use of the first person. For Lowell, just saying
“I” was enough. For Baraka, saying “I” as a black man meant even more (“Art”).
By “enough,” Rankine meant that Lowell felt no compulsion to see himself as a historicized
subject. He certainly saw the Lowell name as historical, as part of a rich Boston cultural
tapestry, but considering himself as a socially mediated subject, politically contested, was
never something he sought to do. He operated in a tradition that was, ultimately, interior.
For Baraka, though, his “I” was Black, was an “I” that could simultaneously be personal and
social; indeed, as a Black “I” in America, it necessarily had to operate with a kind of double
visioning.

For longer quotations and exchanges, this chapter will utilize the original formatting on the
website.
18
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For the purposes of this chapter, though, it’s most essential to work through what
Rankine says next:
These poets were saying, I don’t want to be the universal “I.” I want to stand in the
truth of my particular positioning. The same is true of Adrienne Rich. One of the
things for me about reading Rich as a college student was that she was overtly and
clearly addressing the female body, female identity, and female possibility, and I
remember thinking, This is very close to what I would say about these things—but
not exactly. And that was it. The next semester I signed up for writing
classes. (“Art”)
A great deal of information is encoded in that aside of “—but not exactly.” What the second
half of this chapter hopes to do is trace the evolution of Rankine’s lyric subject. I hesitate to
say “autobiographical,” because, as with Rich, the nature of autobiography is precisely the
thing Rankine actively subverts through her engagement; I also hesitate to refer to it as a
traditional lyric “I” because, as we shall see, the “I” for Rankine eventually undertakes new
modes of utterance. As mentioned earlier in this project, it is important not to read this
chapter as Rich being a sort of central, unimpeachable figure; part of Rich’s significance lies,
necessarily, in sites where other poets recognize her deficiencies or incompleteness.
Rankine, then, cites Rich as a formative figure, but this chapter illustrates that that
influence is critical without being causal.
In the essay, “The First Person in the Twenty-First Century,” Rankine begins by
pointedly asking, “Is it fair to say there is, in the twenty-first century, a greater consensus
toward the notion that true coherency is fragmented?” (132). The linking of coherency and
fragmentation is essential to appreciate the reading of Rankine’s works. In her two prose-
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poem works that share that subtitle An American Lyric—2004’s Don’t Let Me Be Lonely and
2014’s Citizen—the text is largely told through prose-poem vignettes that may or may not
be linked, are not differentiated by chapter titles or numbered sections, and, when they are
interrupted on the page, are often suspended between opaque and varying visuals such as
television sets, street signs, paintings by J.M.W. Turner, or artwork by Wangechi Mutu.
Even in her 2001 text PLOT, which has more conventional line-breaks and poetic lineation,
the text seems to weave in and out between cohesion and fragmentation. The text does not
constellate narratively, but it seems like it could—just as equally, though, could a reader
interpret each vignette as wildly displaced in time from the previous vignette, or even
wildly displaced in subject-speaker.
For Rankine, coherence as an idea is always already fragmented, and to think of it
otherwise is to commit the error she sees in Lowell, in treating the “I” as stable: “the ‘I’
exists in time and is married to biological, personal, historical, and cultural meaning. Not to
realize this is to commit a blink of omission” (“First Person” 132). Referring repeatedly to
the “languaged self,” Rankine places particular emphasis on the linguistic markers of selfutterance, ever-conscious that a subject exists both in a body and in a language. For
Rankine, language reveals and deploys the self, activates it in a social field. It is through
language a body asserts subjecthood. “All assertions of self have consequences of meaning
greater than the typographical space an ‘I’ inhabits,” (133), she points out. And this is a
point both figurative and quite practical in her work. For Rankine, typography is perhaps
one of the most significant factors of a poetic composition—when an “I” is said out loud, or
when an “I” is suppressed (into an internalized mode of self-address) reveals material
conditions of the plot at hand. An “I” cannot always declare itself: there are—often in
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asymmetric power situations in her work—implicit consequences, sometimes political,
sometimes even with the specter of violence, if an “I” decides to speak aloud. The revealing
of an “I” in her poems is a revelation. She continues, “The writer’s attempt to insert into,
redirect, juxtapose, or interrupt the first person, demonstrates a desire to write with
awareness and integrity within the knowledge afforded us in the twenty-first century”
(133). Her evocation of the twenty-first century speaks to, I think, an underlying insistence
that we interrogate the centuries of Romantic lyric tradition that did not consider the
subject-position of the “I,” that afforded it a white, male, normative position. It is the work
of the twenty-first century to recognize those errors and dis-entangle the tradition, and it is
a shared work. If, for Rankine, the “I” is fluid and conditional, then it is incumbent upon the
reader that they do the work of tracing out the parameters of that “I” deployment.
In a passage that I think synthesizes her approach both to form and genre, Rankine
writes:
As fictionalized as the space of poetry and prose can be, I still feel the construction
of a self must demonstrate a consciousness of its scriptedness. In my own work,
fragmentation is the strategy I use to keep in play as many possibles as possible. In
time, the path of the first person crosses borders, strays, pauses, and repeats to
cross borders, stray, pause, or repeat. The ruptured syntax and the fragmented text
are used to suggest, and perhaps reflect, the process by which existence (being in
time) is enacted—which is to say, the text engages interruption, interruptions, and
discontinuities in order to approach the initial silence of being. (134)
In Rankine’s work, that “scriptedness” of consciousness often stems from a situation that is
recognizably scripted by norms, conventions, social cues. An “I” operates in a social field
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that the “I” recognizes as having certain rules that must be followed if the “I” is to be
understood as legible. However, in many circumstances, in both Don’t Let Me Be Lonely and
in Citizen, that social script is normative, is one that operates precisely by tolerating
microaggressions of race and/or gender that marginalize that “I” figure. Paradoxically,
then, for the “I” figure to be recognized as legitimate in these social situations, she must
recognize her perceived position as less-legitimate.
It is perhaps necessary, at this point, to address directly how Rankine deploys the
speaking subject in her work, first with Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, and then with Citizen. I
argue that Don’t Let Me Be Lonely is the best place to start this kind of work because its use
of “I” is, I think, a point of frustration or contestation for some readers. Revisiting that Paris
Review interview quoted previously, there is an exchange in which Ulin tries to approach
the relationship between silence and confession. Rankine gives the example of Jean Toomer
who, after writing Cane, refused to “perform blackness” based on the expectations of his
audience and, as a result, severely curtailed his literary publishing.
INTERVIEWER
This brings to mind [Adrienne] Rich’s notion that silence is poison.
RANKINE
This is probably the most important aspect of Rich’s work for me, the idea of silence
as a poison. I think that’s where I started with Citizen, with the sense that you should
speak out because if you don’t, it’s going to harm you.
INTERVIEWER
And yet, we now live in a culture that has embraced confession uncritically, for
its own sake—as a first-person gloss on everything.
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RANKINE
A first-person accounting. Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat—all of it is about, I am
here, I’m eating this, I’m standing in front of this, I’m seeing this, I’m with this
person. It’s all right if that’s how someone finds their way to a public voice and a
sense of community. The question for me is how to retain the intimacy of
autobiography and still speak to the generalities of existence. In my books, there
isn’t one answer. For Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, the use of the first person was very
necessary. (“Art”)
If this manuscript has made repeated gestures to the creation of intimacy with the reader
in the act of reading the poem, we can see here Rankine making explicit overtures to the
value of intimacy. Indeed, even though her text works through fragmentation, through
disruption, and often intentionally distances the reader from clearly referential modes of
address or attribution, the cumulative effect is one that balances personal intimacy with a
kind of ordinary affect, to borrow a phrase from Kathleen Stewart. The personal must, in
some sense, be understood as having an ordinary, social, and public general application.
While the social media platforms in the above quote that Rankine evokes don’t make
their way into the text of Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, I don’t necessarily think these are flippant,
or tossed-off examples. For Rankine, the way an “I” presents and is received by the world is
heavily mediated through constructs of race, gender, culture. But it is also mediated by
capitalist structures that organize its sense of relation. The subject operates in a social
world. In Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, the television is so ever-present as to be a character,
giving the isolated speaker her most consistent knowledge of an external world. Of course,
by its nature, it cannot allow her to assert herself back to it. In the exchange, Ulin hastens to
add:
INTERVIEWER
Although it’s a mistake to assume that this first-person narrator is you.
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RANKINE
Some people had trouble with that idea, that the first person could be a structural
position unconnected to any particular self.
INTERVIEWER
And then they felt it as a kind of—
RANKINE
Betrayal.
INTERVIEWER
Because you had deceived them?
RANKINE
In their opinion. The text does not say that the “I” is a construct. At no point does it
say, This is nonfiction. […] (“Art”)
Rankine speaks of her employment of a singular “I” speaker as both “structural” and
“necessary”—that is, the text couldn’t operate properly without it. And, largely, she’s right.
The book is an intensely meditative piece about a body’s processing of trauma, how it may
physically respond to medicine and treatment and psychically reject that same treatment.
It is, too, a negotiation of societal trauma. In the latter half of the lyric, while the events of
September 11th reverberate in the New-York-set text the speaking subject seems to identify
a collective, shared trauma within the city, but not identify with it, even while she, too,
negotiates her own feelings of real and existential loss.
Of course, the text it not nearly so straightforward as that. It is elliptical and invites
readings in which the “I” speaker, even though ostensibly doing related, linked things—
going to doctors, watching television, seeing friends—may in fact not be linked settings, or
even one coherent speaker at all. But Rankine achieves this blurred effect, the one that
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strikes some readers as “betrayal,” by employing autobiographical generic tropes,
identifying the set of expectation that go with them, and then re-routing them. In the very
first page, we receive an “I” speaker, but also a domestic world populated by a family. We
are introduced to the “I” speaker’s mother; we are pushed backwards in time; we are given
an inciting incident of sorts. We meet in four sentences both an “I” narrator lookingbackward and her childhood self. Given that it is not a novel, not fiction, and makes a
gesture toward an embodied speaker with a lived backstory, it asks us, immediately, what
kind of text it is. Citing Rankine’s language in her “The First Person in the Twenty-First
Century,” Javadizadeh observes that this move is not so much “betrayal” as a strategic
move:
The imperative Rankine feels to attend to “known and unknown truths” does not so
much foreclose the possibility of the “I” as require a shift in awareness of the
pronoun’s deployment. In Don’t Let Me Be Lonely: An American Lyric, Rankine
focalizes her “constant investigation of subjectivity” under the banner of an “I,” but
that book’s first person does not create an illusion of wholeness but instead acts as a
placeholder that lays bare the porousness of the subject it names. (481)
Meanwhile, the elusive “I” is able to achieve and maximize this porousness because
of the complexity of the form. In a sense, the complexity is both obvious and subtle, as
explicit as it is indirect. By that I mean: Rankine’s re-writing of the lyrical “I” occurs in local
moments, in which an “I” speaker is simultaneously public and private. This deployment of
a variable “I” in local moments necessarily places the reader into this crucial matrix of
active negotiation, a textual effect that Alice Templeton sees in Rich’s opening up of a
feminist lyricization in the 1970s. The conditionality of the speaking subject, as well as the
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reader’s ability or position to read the subject-position of the “I” speaker, are revealed in
permeable moments in which multiple identifications are possible at once. Of course, this
re-fashioning of a lyric “I” subject can only occur, though, because Rankine makes maximal
efforts to obliterate our expectations of a “traditional” lyric from the onset. On a basic level,
some of the radical textual factors that signal a departure from received forms include: lack
of line breaks and lack of chapters or headings suspend the work in a liminal space
between prose and poetry; visuals act both within the narrative, at certain instances, and
without, in others, often absent warning; the extensive “Notes” section provides concrete
facts in a tone distinct from that of the lyric, almost as if constituting a separate beyondnarrative, or counter-narrative; no “characters” are named save for real-world political
actors (such as George Bush, Osama bin Laden, and Nelson Mandela), complicating the
intelligibility of this work as either creative non-fiction or fiction. As with Rich, the
extensive use of a “Notes” section seems to insist upon a reading strategy that recognizes
certain material as necessarily political, social, and cultural, and invites the reader to both
call upon her experiences and refresh her knowledge of those circumstances. However, the
use of these historical-political references is not meant to serve a chronological function,
either; the story, after all, is not narrative. The absence of a discernible timeline frustrates
not just any sense of plotting but telos itself.
Don’t Let Me Be Lonely constituted Rankine’s first foray into prose after three books
of poetry which, while hardly conventional or regular, operated through lineation and
through discrete sections. She is quick to point out, both here and elsewhere, that she
considers her prose as using precisely the same techniques as she used in her first three
books:
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INTERVIEWER
What about the shift, or expansion, of poetic form to include, or even become,
prose?
RANKINE
When I was working on Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, I started working in paragraphs. I
was still utilizing repetition, metaphor, all of the poetic techniques and devices
available to me. They were just applied to the sentence, not the line, the paragraph,
not the stanza. But when I handed the book in, my then publisher said, This is not a
poetry book. And it wasn’t just them. I remember a male poet who came to my
house—I was living at that time on 116th Street—we went for a walk in Riverside
Park and he said to me, As your friend, I want you to know that Don’t Let Me Be
Lonely is garbage. It’s not good. I’m telling you this as your friend. (“Art”)
The note that the book could be “garbage” perhaps renders this anecdote as humorous in
retrospect, but the comment from the publisher that it was “not a poetry book,” deserves
some scrutiny. What, exactly, is so destabilizing about the form of the book? Is it solely
those visual, typographical, and structural qualities mentioned above? Or is it how the book
operates as a reading experience?
I would posit, here, taking a leap, that part of Don’t Let Me Be Lonely’s strangeness is
that it understands genre conventions so well that its fracturing of them is disorienting,
destabilizing, potentially even threatening to readers. I analogize this experience to the
texts mentioned in chapter two, particularly Lorde’s Cancer Journals and Zami, which
received similar resistance from publishers with respect to generic classification, or
perhaps even Rich’s Of Woman Born, which, in the lede of many panned reviews, received
multiple criticisms of its generic multiplicity. While those texts were non-fiction, and Don’t
Let Me Be Lonely makes no claims to non-fiction, it is, like those others, at its core an illness
narrative. It is a writing of the body—or, possibly, multiple bodies. But because it positions
itself as a “lyric” and not an autobiographical text, how the reader reads that body is very
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much at the core of the text. Indirectly, genre organizes and frames not so much the work of
the text, but, instead, the (assumed) work of the reader. Genre is a fiction imposed from the
outside stemming from latent anxieties underscoring ways in which a/the text “should” be
read. Rankine is engaging what, exactly, the reader brings to bear in their expectation of the
lyric, what—if anything—constitutes not Lejeune’s “autobiographical pact” but instead
something like a “lyric pact.” The radical nature of this text is such that it establishes
intentionally jarring modes of reference, in an effort to disrupt readers’ notions of
narrativity. These disruptions force new strategies of operating within the text for the
reader, intensifying her role as reader, and thus open up new localities of meaning. Rankine
builds her non-traditional statuses into the very form and function of the work, redistributing zones of meaning, affect, and effect. It is in this disruption that new
methodologies make themselves present and push the boundaries of the lyric itself. In
eschewing conventional narrative, teleology, or plot mechanics, the sustained prose poems
become something relational and recursive. As discussed in the work of Rich and Ashbery
in chapter three, Rankine’s productive indeterminacy instigate the reader to make
choices—real, referential choices—about the speaking subject, about how race and gender
are read, both by the participants in the poems, and the reader herself. In their subversion
of conventional discursive practices this text creates nothing less than a locality of spatialtemporal relations on the page formed through the reader’s subjectivity.
In a separate interview with Lauren Berlant, in BOMB, with a much different tone,
and with affection toward her peer, Rankine nevertheless cites another example that
suggests the formal strategies of the text were deceptively mysterious, even to her friends:
CR
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[…] Another friend, the poet Cole Swensen, kindly wrote about my previous poetry
book, Don’t Let Me Be Lonely […] and she suggested that the language was simple
and direct in order to perform truth-telling. This reading of the style of the book
surprised me because I worked hard for simplicity in order to allow for projection
and open-endedness in the text, for a sort of blankness and transparency that would
lose the specificity of “the truth.” I even added notes to say that the truth, as in the
facts, are in the back of the book. I am not interested in narrative, or truth, or truth
to power, on a certain level; I am fascinated by affect, by positioning, and by
intimacy, as I know you are. What happens when I stand close to you? What’s your
body going to do? What’s my body going to do? (“BOMB”)19
That the text blurs genres proactively and locates itself in indeterminate lyrical,
spatial, and temporal spaces should well be understood, but that alone does not define nor
constitute its radicalism. Indeed, the seeming strangeness of its structural strategies is but
a red herring. The truly radical poetic lies within the relational, transactional qualities of
the constituent components of the text. That is, through seemingly indirect or given
grammatical and syntactical indices, specifically in pronouns, dialogue, punctuation, and
verb tense, the lyric units create and develop a wild system of inter-referentiality between
the narrative-moment and the reader’s experience-within-the-moment. To look at the first
few pages—I will call each page a vignette and refer to their page numbers for easiest
reference—is sufficient to appreciate how Rankine establishes a continued strategy of
willful disorientation and deformance, a sustained radical lyric practice which she will
amplify and subvert over the course of the vignettes.
In the first vignette, in full, Rankine writes:
There was a time I could say no one I knew well had died. This is not to suggest no
one died. When I was eight my mother became pregnant. She went to the hospital to
give birth and returned without the baby. Where’s the baby? we asked. Did she
shrug? She was the kind of woman who liked to shrug: deep within her was an
everlasting shrug. That didn’t seem like a death. The years went by and people only
died on television—if they weren’t Black they were wearing black or were
As with the Paris Review interview, the BOMB interview will keep the same formatting as the
website.
19
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terminally ill. Then I returned home from school one day and saw my father sitting
on the steps of our home. He had a look that was unfamiliar; it was flooded, so
leaking. I climbed the steps as far away from him as I could get. He was breaking or
broken. Or, to be more precise, he looked to me like someone understanding his
aloneness. Loneliness. His mother was dead. I’d never met her. It meant a trip back
home for him. When he returned he spoke neither about the airplane nor the
funeral. (Don’t 5)
The first line establishes for we readers an “I” narrator, a perspective, a clarifying adverb
alongside the verb serving of the pronominal subject “no one,” and it remains, more or less,
the last time the entire narrative remains stable and one-directional. In the very next line,
Rankine writes a seeming qualification, which, certainly, corrects, but at the same time
opens up a world of referents and inference. In that utterance “no one,” as part of a double
negative, suggests quite nearly the opposite, as something akin to many. Uncountable
people, untold people outside of the narrator’s field of reference did, in fact, die, and as her
relationship to them changes, so does her understanding of “no one.” Very shortly
thereafter, Rankine posits a question that is either rhetorical or actual or both. The very
existence of a “we” asking thus asks the reader to perceive a domestic scene and to
populate it with other characters, or it indirectly implicate the reader, situating her in this
context (which, mind you, is past tense, so the reader folds inward after the fact; we have
already asked this). Or, it is possible, the ambiguity does both.
Two other slight moves activate this unfamiliar sense of grounding for the reader.
One is typographical: there are no quotation marks, and while this seems a small choice,
the rhetorical effect looms large. That is, the question is being asked, either to us or by us,
before we realize it is a question. We are, thus, complicit in the asking; in reading, in
uttering, in enacting we are ushered into the presence of the question. We do not possess
conventional quotation marks to delineate or foreclose possibilities of the speaker. As we
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read the line, and we are implicated in the “we,” do we not also ask it? The second move is
rhetorical: Rankine follows this with “Did she shrug?,” but this reads as an internalized
question, unlike the seemingly externalized question of “Where’s the baby?” If these
distinctions feel tedious or obvious, I observe them here because they are not demarcated
by conventional punctuation or glyphs such as quotation marks or italics that signal which
subject is speaking, and to whom. As such, we are making choices about how this language
operates both on the page and in the situation of the poem-unit. It seems we are on our way
to being firmly embedded in this narrative as observers and also linguistic participants, so
our role remains indistinct. Shortly thereafter, pronouns again perform associative fluidity:
“That didn’t seem like a death” (5). “That” would appear to refer to the death of the baby,
but it follows a metaphorical description of the mother. “That” links both the baby and the
mother’s shrug, seemingly making “that” the whole process, the coming awareness of the
complexities of death, of the inability to name, to label, to locate. Throughout the text
Rankine juxtaposes ambiguity of reference with ultra-focalized situations. These surface
effects seem hyper-stylized, but style insists it is no mere ornament. Maurice MerleauPonty is momentarily instructive in this instance, framing style as establishing the labor of
creation. For Merleau-Ponty, style serves as “the universal index of the ‘coherent
deformation’ by which [s]he concentrates the still scattered meaning of [her] perception
and makes it exist expressly” (255). Style, like silence, operates through and around that
which is explicitly said.
A significant structural, rhetorical, and thematic marker occurs in this first vignette.
Rankine writes, ‘The years went by and people only died on television—if they weren’t
Black, they were wearing black or were terminally ill” (5). While this moment of race is a
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description, it signals an available subjectivity. Rankine plants signals of what may come
later. As this chapter will investigate in a bit, one of Rankine’s most effective techniques,
particularly in Citizen, is to present an indeterminate speaking subject in a highly
contextualized social encounter, forcing the reader to “race” a speaking subject even
though no information of the sort is explicitly provided. If Rich’s feminist lyric “I” asks us to
hallucinate a woman’s body in its speaking, Rankine’s asks us to imagine a raced body in its
speaking. Rankine often withholds explicit information about a lyric “I” speaker’s race or
ethnicity, but also demands a reader map it onto the text in order to make sense of the
social encounter playing out in the vignette.
In the very next vignette, we see how Rankine continues to establish her narrative
as both familiar and de-familiarized through carefully choreographed push-and-pull. The
ostensive narrative continues thematically with death, again mediated by and somewhat
amplified by television.
Every movie I saw while in the third grade compelled me to ask, Is he dead? Is she
dead? Because the characters often live against all odds it is the actors whose
mortally concerned me. If it were an old, black-and-white film, whoever was around
would answer yes. Months later the actor would show up on some late-night talk
show to promote his latest efforts. I would turn and say—one always turns to say—
You said he was dead. And the misinformed would claim, I never said he was dead.
Yes, you did. No, I didn’t. Inevitably we get older; whoever is still with us says, Stop
asking me that. (6)
We do not know, though, how much or how little time has passed. Our pronouns serve
clearly referential functions on some occasions and aggressively indistinct functions on
others. Pronomonal machinations become complicated: an “I” becomes a “one,” and one
that seems capable of being anyone, a projection of another, and it is not unequivocally the
reader, because the reader is suspended in the accusatorial “You” that established the
figure (“he” of stable pronoun) was in fact dead. Because the “You” that claimed the death is
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not named previously as the father or mother in this particular poem-unit, the “You” cannot
be mapped onto a specific actor. Indeed, the oppositional character in this unit is described
only as “whoever was around.” This phrase suggests literalness—literally anyone who was
present, around, in that past time and place. Because it exists in the past tense, though, it
also seems not to indicate the reader as directly as other moments of second-person
address.
As such, the “You” is truly flee-floating, and I would argue (with admittedly much
less solid founding) in some ways suggests an oppositional other from the reader’s own life
in a similarly hallucinated space. To refer to Merleau-Ponty:
Language does not presuppose its table of correspondence; it unveils its secrets
itself. It teaches them to every child who comes into the world. It is entirely a
showing. Its opaqueness, its obstinate reference to itself and its turning and folding
back upon itself are precisely what make it a spiritual power; for it in turn becomes
something like a universe, in which it is capable of lodging things themselves—after
it has transformed them into their meaning. (80)
If these wild maneuverings seem opaque or to resist being captive, they are, as MerleauPonty suggests, in service of a “universe.” Rankine creates something like a field that the
reader both operates within but is also activated—a verb the poet uses herself to describe
the process—in the reading (“Art”). The possibility of multiplicity is the residue of
indeterminacy.
This is, in a word, radical. What occurs in this chain of reference is a move from an
“I” speaker most reasonably understood to be the narrator of both poem-units to a
hypothetical “one” to a “You” as other-slash-potential reader, followed by that other
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becoming the “I” figure. The “I’” has been evacuated of the speaker and filled by some other
being. The lyric “I” is not merely social in that it sees, can be seen in the world; it is social in
that it inhabits multiple subjectivities that are fluid. Bodies become coherent and concrete
through their relation to others—they stop where others begin—and this occurs through
language in Rankine’s work. “Yes, you did. No, I didn’t.” (6) The other is both the “you” and
the “I” here, both the locus of reference and the maker of reference. We are, now, safely in
the zone of all possibilities; we may come to be a “you” at any time; we may become an “I,”
if the narrative so wants.
It is in the third vignette, however, in a lengthy narrative-like interaction, in which
the body begins participating through the radical redistribution of pronouns and the
implications of address and utterance:
Or one begins asking oneself that same question differently. Am I dead? Though this
question at no time explicitly translates into Should I be dead, eventually the suicide
hotline is called. You are, as usual, watching television, the eight-o’clock movie,
when a number flashes on the screen: 1-800-SUICIDE. You dial the number. Do you
feel like killing yourself? the man on the other end of the receiver asks. You tell him,
I feel like I am already dead. When he makes no response you add, I am in death’s
position. He finally says, Don’t believe what you are thinking and feeling. Then he
asks, Where do you live?
Fifteen minutes later the doorbell rings. You explain to the ambulance attendant
that you had a momentary lapse of happily. The noun, happiness, is a static state of
some Platonic ideal you know better than to pursue. Your modifying process had
happily or unhappily experienced a momentary pause. This kind of thing happens,
perhaps is still happening. He shrugs and in turn explains that you need to come
quietly or he will have to restrain you. If he is forced to restrain you, he will have to
report that he is forced to restrain you. It is this simple: Resistance will only make
matters more difficult. Any resistance will only make matters worse. By law, I will
have to restrain you. His tone suggest that you should try to understand the
difficulty in which he finds himself. This is further disorienting. I am fine! Can’t you
see that! You climb into the ambulance unassisted. (7)
The stakes are higher when the body is involved. We know this, intellectually, but when we
are made to experience it we feel it tonally. The body is conjured in motion, fluid, moving,
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and it’s not accidental that in this section the “You” character becomes most agentic. Once
again, we start with a depersonalized “one.” While oblique, here, I read this move as in
dialogue with Virginia Woolf’s maneuvering in A Room of One’s Own and elsewhere. In
Rankine’s self-described autobiographical text PLOT, she explicitly calls forth Woolf’s To
The Lighthouse as she experiments with address and assertion, quoting Woolf in the line,
“What would the world be without ‘I’ in it?” (Virginia Woolf)” and then later writing, “Then
she says, The one that wasn’t born, the still-born one, was saved. One has to be born, I say.”
(102).
It is hard to know, from the onset of this vignette, if this “one” refers to an abstract
concept of a person, the narrator, or a specific person unknown to readers. This requires
some sort of discursive pressure, though, because the text, as yet, has not operated in the
present tense: the reader still does not have any setting. The time, the space, the location of
the book, are all open. The ambiguous “one” of the subject situated against the present
tense paradoxically grounds the narrative in a time without a coherent speaker. How,
exactly, is this a lyric?, we are still asking. While there seem to be characters or character
types operating within motifs (death, television), the lack of names, or of a fixed
chronology, or even basic cause-and-effect keeps a narrative structure at bay.
The “real” temporality, with Rankine, is a kind of psychic temporality. Time exists at
the hands of memory, not chronology. Ambiguity of time, place, or speaker in reference is
not the result of uncertainty. It is a certainty that collapses all into a field of feeling, a field
of thought. It is not locatable because it is not paraphrasable. To my mind, this recalls Rich,
in which her recreated speech from historical persons is not an effort to lock them into a
set time and place, but to bring them into the machinations of the present situation. It is
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worth playing around with the various potentialities in Rankine’s moment here since the
previous poem-unit does not actually end with a question; instead, it ends with the phrase,
“Stop asking me that” (7). That “that” was also non-specific, implied, so to refer to that
“that” is, in this sense, doubly removed, an abstraction referring to an abstraction. The
leaps of imagination become associative rather than spatial or temporal. As such, “that”, in
opening the third vignette, can only be the suggestion of a mood rather than a concretized,
locatable reference. Because this “that” follows the complex causal chain of the previous
vignette, and seems to refer to it, it becomes exceedingly difficult to receive the “I” of “Am I
dead?” Because the vignette begins with the depersonalized “one,” it is not entirely clear if
this “I” speaker in the next sentence is the narrator, or an invocation of what “one”—
whoever it may be—might ask. Thus, we have an “I” totally unmoored. It is important that
these questions of who is asking and to whom is all this language directed occur at the
moment the body itself is presented, how one conceives of it as being alive.
It seems to me important that the ambiguity of a speaker here does not mean nospeaker. That we begin this vignette somewhat disembodied does not mean the writing is
absent the body. It plays with a sort of hyper-awareness of the resting body, understood by
and recognizable to all. The open “You” is conjured, and in a fascinating move Rankine
employs over and over, it is film/television which activates a new understanding of body as
related to space. For Rankine, the moving image is not a passive thing, but a site where
relationality is questioned (on pages 15 and 16, she actually speaks to the television, using
its dialogue as her own inner monologue, and then the language of the poem-unit itself).
This vignette and others require a separate kind of sensory input on the part of the reader,
one in which her understanding of the body in these acts constitutes the emotional depth
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behind what is, structurally, simple description. “You” dials. We are either doing this
application, or we are implicated: the first-person narration and present-tense action meet
for the first time in this text. They become whoever we conceive a “You” to be. When
Rankine asks if “you” feels like “killing yourself,” the reader is simultaneously the “you”
being asked as well as the active conjurer of the man. Naturally, in a move we will see in
Citizen, the “you” is also the “I” speaking to itself. On the plane of grammar and syntax,
because the sentence begins with “Do you feel,” with a capital ‘D’ and lack of quotation
marks, it does not initially signify active dialogue. We are once again being asked before we
know we are being asked. There are no markers to distance us from this question, to map it
onto a fictional character.
Before we have time to process or finish the thought, we see that a separate person,
a man, has asked this question, so retroactively we hallucinate his body asking the
question. In this moment, we are multiple selves: a person, a reader, being asked a
direction question; the projection of whatever narrator we conceive of doing and receiving
these actions; the man asking the question. We are necessarily all of them. It is not
incidental this folding of personalities and personas occurs in a moment literally about the
body and what appears to be a gendered interaction between a man and a seemingly
female speaking-subject. This collapse does not happen in, say, a question about the
economy or the weather. It happens when we have to think of the body as dead, as dying, as
ending: do we feel like escaping this body for good, it asks, and if so what relationship do
we have to this world, it implies. In response to this fragmentation of selves, the “you” kicks
into a hyper-active gear. Quickly, this “you” will: “tell”; “add”; “explain”; “climb” among
other verbs. This “you” moves, is corporeal, operates within itself and within the world
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because of and at the prompting of this man. The reader projects this body because this
reader is being told she is—through the very materiality of text—this body. By describing,
by simply reading, she manifests.
Semantic content reinforces this interstitial or between-text rhetorical moves. The
man advises “Don’t believe what you are thinking and feeling” right as the reader is hypersuspended between personas (7). This seems like a wry, knowing wink, but it is also literal:
what you are thinking and feeling cannot be translated, only experienced. To be sure, the
reader is “thinking” through all these associations while she is also being asked to feel,
being made to know, affectively, the texture and tone, a number of things outside and
beyond her. The direct actions that the “you” performs are juxtaposed against abstract
asides such as “The noun, happiness, is a static state of some Platonic ideal you know better
than to pursue” (7). And because these juxtapositions happen, again, without punctuation
that signals interior and exterior speaking, they occur both in lyric time and real time.
And while this language of thinking and feeling may seem abstract, the stakes are
very real: “By law, I will have to restrain you,” the man asserts. The consequences of
speaking are not wholly metaphysical: they exist in the world of the juridical. If the
“You”/“I” speaks herself in such a way that the man thinks signals harm, he then, by law,
has a claim to authority of the body. As the issue of restraint arises, the body becomes less
active. The “You” performs fewer verbs. The text directs us (and the narrator) to, in this
moment, relate to the man, noting that his tone indicates how difficult this is—for him. Our
relationships, after all, have and need context. “This is further disorienting,” the narrator
explains, to all of us (7). The body is its own feeling vessel in this moment, but it exists in
opposition to others and can be restrained, contained, by force. Relation can be empathetic,

249

or violent. “I am fine! Can’t you see that!” the text both asks and declares (7). These first
imperatives show that who is asking, who is being asked, cannot be solved, cannot be
pinned down like some sort of puzzle. Who affirms is unknown but ever-present. How a
body is affirmed, and which parties have legitimacy to do so are metaphorical questions,
but also political concerns implicating gender, sexuality, race, and ability. In this moment,
one may begin to understand that the fragmentation of pronouns and systems of reference
are not a closing-down of meaning but an opening-up of thematic concerns. We become
part of this very urgent scene, and what is clear to us is that we operate not in a single, fixed
narrative but rather between times. A fracturing of identities must raise the question of
how identity is constructed, imposed, received, or asserted.
As a result, the breakdown of the stable, lyric “I,” is not a mere language game, but a
reflection of the material possibilities of language. Who speaks and how they are heard has,
in the text, real, political, juridical, medical consequences. The position of the “I” speaker is
anything but static. It is part of a system of transfer and transcendence. Rankine moves
toward ideas of transference, of the body as transactional—or, if that sounds too much like
a commodity to be exchanged, then the body as simultaneously innate to the subject but
conditional to the person reading it. Rankine recognizes that the body creates a site of
engagement that may be activated. To engage with another, then, is a choice, a choice with
consequences. From this choice may one understand how one/“I” functions vis-à-vis
others. To lurch quite a bit forward, in the penultimate vignette (which includes a visual
not reprinted here), in which the text is suspended over a billboard that reads “HERE,”
Rankine writes:
Or Paul Celan said that the poem was no different from a handshake. I cannot see
any basic difference between a handshake and a poem—is how Rosemary Waldrop
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translated his German. The handshake is our decided ritual of both asserting (I am
here) and handing over (here) a self to another. Hence the poem is that—Here, I am
here. This conflation of the solidity of presence with the offering of this same
presence perhaps has everything to do with being alive. (130)
For all the maneuvering that the reader has done, Rankine acknowledges at this moment
the materiality of this book—a materiality that has been pointed at, juggled, balanced, but
is now real, is now a Here. The poem is a handing over, and in handing over, in this
presence, as recognized by a reader, one is alive. The stakes are no less than that. To
exchange something suggests a complex causal chain: one has a relation to another, is part
a discernible community (even if oppositional or antagonistic), in a shared time (even if
shared in different chronologies), and possesses, ultimately, a body. Rankine qualifies a bit,
ending her book thusly:
Or one meaning of here is “In this world, in this life, on earth. I this place or position,
indicating the presence of,” or in other words, I am here. It also means to hand
something to somebody—Here you are. Here, he said to her. Here both recognizes
and demands recognition. I see you, or here, he said to her. In order for something to
be handed over a hand must extend in this world in this life in this place indicating
the presence of. (131)
In order for something to be handed over, a hand must extend. This would almost
seem a tautology if the book had not spent its entire duration proving that, earning that. In
order for a thing to pass between people in the world, the body must do it. And to do it
indicates a presence, a material place, a book, like this, as this. The tautology is earned
because it is the result of process, of work, of collisions sometimes violent and sometimes
traumatic with other beings. The book becomes a site, an activated site signifying nothing
less than a radical locality. With this production of a new space, the space of performative
empathetic poetics, a potential for a re-creation of zones of discrimination, patriarchy,
violence, oppression exists. But so too does this virtual locality offer sites of reconciliation,
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understanding, compassion. This radical text does not describe ways of being: they make
them real. The fragment(ing) is greater than the whole, because only in the fragment does
one actualize as an agent in the process of recreation. Radical form demands a body to be
understood as non-normative. The radical form draws as much attention to the reader’s
experience of the text as the text itself; indeed, one is inarticulable without the other.

Of course, in that final passage in Rankine’s text, we see, ultimately, the stakes of her
gambit with the lyric “I”—here, as elsewhere, the “I” becomes, ultimately, a “you.” If the
crisis with the emergency medical responder signals the first time in the text that the “I”
speaker merges with the present tense, in an actual situation in which the speaker’s
assertions about her body are not as juridically legitimate as the judgments of the social
figure in power, it create a through line that gets us to this ending, in which the lived
experiences of the contingent “I” speaker necessarily have operational relations with the
“you” hearing it. And to demonstrate that, Rankine must dismantle the distance between
the “I” and “you” repeatedly in order to frame it as tenuous. This, then, is Rankine’s
explosion of Rich’s poetics, her advancement of Rich’s “public voice in the lyric”—she reroutes the lyric “I” into the lyric “you.”
It is this invention for which Rankine has most consistently received inquiries in
interviews. In an interview for Guernica, Meara Sharma doesn’t ask so much as prompt, re:
Citizen: “Talk to me about your decision to set many of these poems in the second person”
(“Blackness”). Here, as she does elsewhere, Rankine takes care to explain that the
microaggressions, the numerous incidents that constitute the text, are not drawn solely
from her life, but were sourced to a number of friends who experienced them, and so she
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“didn’t own them, factually” (“Blackness”). Rankine’s efforts to establish this in interview
after interview suggest to me her desire that this text be read as social, collective, public,
and not autobiographical. Having established that—that the occasions were both her own
and those of others, operating in tandem and without explicit demarcation—she adds a
significant point:
But that was the least of it. The real issue was, the second person for me disallowed
the reader from knowing immediately how to position themselves. I didn’t want to
race the individuals. Obviously [the reader] will assume—“She’s black, he must be
white,” etc.,—but I wanted those assumptions to be made. Because you know, amid
this post-racial thing, sometimes I’ll have a student who says, “I don’t really think
about race. I don’t see race.” And then I’ll ask, “Well, how do you read this?” And they
say, “Oh, that’s a black person, that’s a white person.” So clearly, you’re race-ing
these people in order to understand this dynamic. I wanted that positioning to
happen for readers. (“Blackness”)
If Rich helped demonstrate for Rankine the possibility and necessity of a female “I,” it is
Rankine who does something that Rich could not—that is, locating an “I” as a racialized
subject. And so, for Rankine, this development of the lyric subject needed to adopt a new
formal structure.
To “race” the subjects is a dangerous proposition, but it is something the reader
must do. The poems of Citizen are intelligible only if the reader is willing to do the work
called upon her to “race” the subjects. As with Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, we have no secure
sense that our vignettes are linked through a coherent subjectivity or time or setting. We
do not know that the speaker is a Black woman—and we certainly are given no cues to read
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her as “Claudia Rankine.” Recalling that Rankine sourced these encounters to a wide social
network, it is impossible in the course of the text to read them as all stemming from one
life, simply on a practical level. The variety of professional jobs and situations and various
locations would not plausibly apply to one “real” figure. The moment is conditional and
contingent—even for the reader. In a roundtable for The Los Angeles Review of Books in
2014, the writers Nick Flynn, Mark Nowak, Ruth Ellen Kocher, and Carmen Giménez Smith
spoke about tracing and locating the “You” and “I” speakers in both Citizen and Don’t Let Me
Be Lonely. For the writers, the fluidity between the “You” and “I” utterances leads to
questions of witness, participation, and their relationship to citizenship. The instability of
the texts is what lends them urgency. As they try to tease out:
Nick Flynn: It’s interesting to have both books subtitled “An American Lyric.” Lyric
does suggest that it’s a deep utterance from the poet herself, that it’s not a persona. I
know that Rankine’s stance on Don’t Let Me Be Lonely is that the narrator is a
fictional creation, […] If you call it a lyric, it’s going to be read, in part, as a personal
utterance, and it is certainly somebody’s personal statement.

Ruth Ellen Kocher: I can figure out a way to define anything as lyric if you give me
enough time. But I think with this whole — the whole idea of documentary and lyric
and the speaker —the thing that’s unclear is that there is a lot more “I” in this book
than we find in documentary. I hear what Nick’s saying about the formation of the
“I” in the book because you can’t crawl into a book, and that’s absolutely right, and I
think that ultimately this “I” is just a lot of people. It’s just a lot of people.”
(Ferguson, “Reconsidering”)
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If Kocher seems somewhat flummoxed in her description of the “I,” it is not a fault of
Rankine’s work, but a testament to it. Throughout the roundtable, the writers feel
implicated in certain moments and outside the text in others; their status is always shifting,
and that openness provides the text its rhetorical power. Later Kocher notes that
“this isn’t the standard formation of an ‘I,’ a lyric formation — it’s of her own design,
absolutely. But, you know, in some ways, the same way people are saying, I’m Michael
Brown or I’m Trayvon Martin, I think that what happens in this book is that I feel as though
I’m this narrator, too. Right? I’m this narrator, too.” (Ferguson, “Reconsidering”). Rankine’s
revision of the lyric formation, of an unconventional and unstable “I,” exposes and explodes
the tradition of the form that worked by presupposing a universal “I”. In making her
speaking subject fluid and contingent, Rankine necessarily engages a new mode of reading
that asks to think what contexts an “I” speaks in, and how that speaker is heard. That
reception is by its nature raced and gendered.
However, to invite and demand readings that understand the raced and gendered
subjectivity is not to invite readings that the poems are autobiographical, either. To read
them as such would reduce them, for Rankine. It is precisely because of their instability
that they retain a potential charge. Elsewhere in the Guernica interview, Sharma asks
Rankine:
Guernica: Were you thinking specifically that if you were to set these poems in the
“I,” a white reader would be able to read this as a kind of memoir?
Claudia Rankine: Exactly. I felt that the first person would have deactivated the
scene. Because I think of the described dynamics as a fluid negotiation. I don’t think
these specific interactions can happen to the black or brown body without the white
body. And there are ways in which, if you say, “Oh, this happened to me,” then the
white body can say, “Well, it happened to her and it has nothing to do with me.” But
if it says “you,” that you is an apparent part of the encounter. (“Blackness”)
[formatting in original]
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And a similar question appears in Rankine’s Paris Review interview:
INTERVIEWER
[…] Traditionally, we associate the lyric with autobiography, but here the
second person opens up the writing so that it becomes a collective experience.
RANKINE
I wanted the disparate moments in Citizen to open out to everyone rather than
narrowing inside a single point of view. Only when I employed the second person
did the text become a field activated by the reader, whoever that reader is. That’s
what you want—for the text to be as alive and mutable as possible.
In both answers Rankine uses the verb of activation. The text has a latent power that is
brought to operation through the experience of reading. Because the reader herself makes
choices, makes decisions of race and gender and address and utterance through her mode
of reading and her own subject position, she herself is active rather than passive. This
method is very much removed from the traditional Western associations of either the
autobiography or the lyric in which a self speaks to the self. It has more in common with
feminist theories of life-writing discussed in chapter two, such as Leigh Gilmore’s
“autobiographics” or Caren Kaplan’s “outlaw genres.” Rankine’s radical re-positioning of
the lyric speaking subject creates a collective understanding of the speaking subject and the
listening subject in relation.
In an essay as part of the Los Angeles Review of Books roundtable, Evie Shockley cites
Anthony Reed in the notion that Citizen can be considered “postlyric.” Shockley argues that,
“With her lyric “You,” she achieves a full-throated polyvocality—in the sense that Mae
Henderson theorizes the term—that thrusts every reader into the position of speaker and
addressee simultaneously” (Shockley, “Race”). Of course, part of the power is that this
simultaneity is also fluid; you are not always “You,” depending on who you may be.
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Shockley, in referring to a passage in which a friend, understood to be white, employs a
racial slur toward a friend, understood to be Black, suggests that that identification has
differing layers of impact depending on the reader, arguing that “African-American readers,
invited to identify with the ‘You,’ largely find ourselves slipping into a role all too familiar”
(“Race”). Our ability to relate to the lyric speaker is, of course, tied to the materiality of our
gender, how our race or ethnicity is read, how we have spoken or been spoken to in a
similar situation. With Citizen, Rankine has transformed the authority within the lyric into
something relational, shared, and cooperative (without, of course, being essentially
equivalent).
If Rankine’s evolution has been from a lyric “I” into a “postlyric” “You,” it is in a
lineage of “The difficulty of saying “I’” and the necessary construction of the porous “one” of
A Room of One’s Own. As mentioned in the introduction, this project stemmed more or less
from my struggles in reading Rich’s struggles of reading Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own. She
felt an anger displaced, unable to be seized and claimed by a singular speaking voice. And
her latent connection to this anger and disconnection to its articulation provided the
impetus to write through her relationship to Woolf’s work, in that local moment, and in a
broader global context. So, too, can that sense of affinity and also insufficiency be echoed in
Rankine’s relation to Rich. In that Paris Review interview, Rankine is directly asked:
INTERVIEWER
So your decision to write began with a connection to Rich, but also a
disconnection, or distinction?
RANKINE
Right. In order to have it say what I needed, I was going to have to do it myself. Now
it seems full of hubris, but it wasn’t like that at all. It was pragmatic. You know, black
women are nothing if not pragmatic, because their whole existence in this country
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has been about negotiating a life without the fantasy of external support. It was
Malcolm X who said, “The most disrespected person in America is the black woman.
The most unprotected person in America is the black woman. The most neglected
person in America is the black woman.” If anyone had taught Audre Lorde, Sonia
Sanchez, or Nikki Giovanni in my college literature classes, I might have begun in a
different place. (“Art”)
This simultaneous connection and disconnection is, of course, the lasting intertextual
relationship between Rankine and Rich, and perhaps even Rich and Woolf. It is a lineage
that recognizes influence but, in that recognition, knows the limitation of how far that
influence may go. Rankine knows that “disconnection, or distinction” (or, as Lorde might
have put it, “difference”) is the ways in which the writer may re-apply and re-define the
tools she has learned. If Rich’s “I” fragmentation reveals a distinctly feminist lyric
construction, Rankine’s “I”/”you” fragmentation reveals a postlyric construction that
frames what we can certainly refer to as “the racial imaginary” (—indeed, the Racial
Imaginary Institute, founded by Rankine, quite tangibly brings interdisciplinary thinking
into written contexts, performances, symposiums, and a number of pop-up encounters).
In Rankine’s introduction to Rich’s Collected Poems, she begins with a quote from
Rich, in which the poet wrote that “poetry is liberative language, connecting the fragments
within us, connecting us to others like and unlike ourselves” (Rankine, Introduction xxxvii).
I think it important that Rankine anchors her introduction to Rich’s totemic volume in both
the notion of fragmentation and connection. This was and is Rich’s tremendous insight,
noting that fragmentation and disruption are invaluable precisely because they reveal to us
the illusion of coherence and cohesion. Fragmentation is a kind of connection, and it is not
in the autobiographical “I” that one aligns with readers, but it is through a dynamic
displacing that engages meaningful, interpersonal work; it is relational. A “lyric” is, perhaps
paradoxically, personal and intimate only if it can limn gaps, fissures, displacements. It is
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the distances between speaking and reading subjects that potential connections can be
seen; they are not assumed, but made. Rankine argues that for Rich “words can be held
responsible”—that is, they have political and cultural valences (Introduction xxxvii). Rich
knew she could not be nor speak for everyone: in her poetry, she was merely Adrienne
Rich. But in being Adrienne Rich—not me, not you—she was offering a participating
consciousness that only came to know itself with and alongside and through me, through
you.
In talking about Rich’s earlier work, Rankine does not fall into the trap of eliding the
poet’s earlier subversive elements, or of glossing over the earlier work as anomalous or
irrelevant. She offers a measured reading of the canonical “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” that
frames the poem’s strong feminist vision. Rankine, in her introduction, is similarly drawn
to a moment of Rich’s auto-correction. She refers to a moment where Rich looks back on A
Change of World, where Rich wrote that “in many cases I had suppressed, omitted, falsified,
even, certain disturbing elements to gain that perfection of order” (qtd. in Collected Poems,
xliii). Rankine is drawn to that moment because it frames, for her, Rich’s intuition that
disconnection and slippage, rather than any kind of false perfection, embodied more fully
the emotional act of producing and responding to poetry. Rankine writes that Rich’s
“understanding this disruption seen and negotiated inside the poem might be closer to her
actual experience of the world” and thus became the guiding principle of her poetics (xliii).
Seen this way, Rich’s subjectivity is inclusive precisely because it invites and solicits
meaningful mediation. The “I” speaker is neither a wholly autobiographical subject but
neither is she a universal, uncontested lyric “I.” She is a contingent speaker in a moment of
time. For Rich, for Rankine (and for Woolf) the indeterminacy of the “I” speaker is political
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and personal—for author, and for reader. Necessarily, then, Rankine ends the last section
of her introduction to Rich’s work by citing Marilyn Hacker, who noted that Rich’s corpus
presents “an intellectual autobiography, which is interesting not as the narrative of one life
(which it’s not) and still less as intimate divulgence, but as the evolution and revolutions of
an exceptional mind, with all its curiosity, outreaching, exasperation and even its errors”
(qtd. in Collected Poems, xlvi). In inviting evolution and error on the part of the poet, it also
invites evolution and error in the reading public, establishing a community of reading
partnerships that navigate collectively the political and ethical project of the aesthetic
utterance.
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